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Abstract
Gravity understood scientifically is normally accepted as
a dictate, however when encountered creatively, the
possibilities for playing with and learning from gravity in natural
environments are plentiful.
This practice-led research explores gravity in both artistic and
functional contexts. Two nature-specific sports (ocean diving
and rock-climbing) and then later, aerial silk work, acted as
springboards for explorations of creative expression derived
from the states of submersion and suspension. To ‘really feel’
gravity, I decided to explore its effects and impressions,
physically and emotionally, in environments that draw
attention to its presence. Attempts were made to capture
gravity in a series of poetic and performative artefacts,
performed in their respective environments; the research
culminated in a final performance, Sea Inside in a classical
theatre setting.
The management of gravity is fundamental in all movement,
thus, understanding gravity’s psychophysiological aspects
can extend the parameters of performance. Locating
physicality underwater and in the air provokes a deep sense
of falling and sinking into being and allows both body and
mind to access a stiller place of being. Discoveries in natural
environment laboratories led to an appreciation of embodied
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inner verticality and new perceptions about aptitudes for
states of flow and “being-in-the-world” (Heidegger, 1976).
Submitting to and tuning into kinaesthetic experiences through
relations with gravity generated feelings of being enwrapped
in the environment, and cultivated a rapport with the
myriad landscapes; that are geographical, psychological or
metaphorical of Landschaft.
Embodied outdoor experimentation led to the realisation of
the significance of applying an ecological lens to investigate
my affinity to gravity. I explored when the performer’s body
learns to incorporate unconventional experiences like
being underwater or up in the air, finding therein emergent
opportunities for artistic expression. These possibilities have the
potential to impact conventions of training/awareness and
thus translation to performance/articulation.
This thesis contextualises the larger project that is my
relationship with gravity which includes the often
imperceptible poetic aspects of our environment. Additionally
this research wrestles with the tension of theatre and ecology
but makes no attempt to solve this problem, rather touches
on how the arts, in particular performance modes, may
contribute to a dialogue on ecological awareness.
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Technical terms gravity
Weight : Within the gravitational field of the earth a body derives its weight from the mechanical support
that prevents it from falling freely. On the other hand, a body is weightless as soon as it is allowed to move
freely under the influence of gravitation and its own inertia. In this case, the body finds itself in accelerated
(decelerated) motion along a Keplerian trajectory, and the resultants of the forces of inertia exactly
compensate the gravitational pull directed toward the centre of the earth.
Gravity is the vectorial sum of the forces of gravitation and inertia acting on a body. In this sense, gravity
is synonymous with weight. According to the Newtonian relation: force ~ mass x acceleration, the force of
gravity is measured most conveniently in terms of acceleration, with the acceleration due to the terrestrial
gravity g=981 cm. sec. -2 as the unit. Normally, with a body being at rest, the forces of inertia are absent and
the body finds itself in the “normal state of gravity” of g = 1.
Sub-gravity: If a body is subjected to a downward acceleration smaller than 1 g, the forces of inertia
associated with acceleration are subtracted from the gravitational force acting on the body. In this state, the
body finds itself in a state of subgravity. Similarly, if a force of inertia is added to the gravitational force, such
as is on a centrifuge or at an upward directed component of acceleration, the forces involved add vectorily
and produce a state of “super-gravity,” i.e., g> 1.
Zero-gravity: In the special case that a body is subjected to a downward acceleration of 1 g, the forces of
inertia exactly eliminate the force of gravity and the body finds itself in the state of zero-gravity. This case is
realized in all motions of unpropelled bodies in ideally frictionless space. Normally, man lives under conditions
of 1 g, and most of his phenomena of life come to pass in the three-dimensional space. In this environment
he has to orient himself; and in order to do so, a system of references must be at his disposal.The main
determinants of this system are of optical and gravitational origin. They furnish the frame of reference within
which the spatial orientation takes place.
(Gerathewohl,1951, p.373)
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Technical Terms diving
SCUBA: Stands for s(elf-)c(ontained) u(nderwater) b(reathing) a(pparatus); consisting of a
regulator, tank and BCD.
Regulator: A pressure regulator used in scuba or surface supplied diving equipment that
reduces pressurized breathing gas to ambient pressure and delivers it to the diver.
BCD: Stands for b(uoyancy) c(ontrol) d(evice) and is an inflatable west.
Pressure: Atmospheric pressure is 1ATM at sea level. Every 10 m of depth raises the pressure
by one atmosphere: 10 m = 2ATM
Archimedes Law: A body immersed in liquid with an upward force equal to the weight displaced will float (buoyancy).
Boyles’ Law: The volumes of gas at constant temperature is inversely proportional to the
pressure exerted on it
Dalton’s Law: The pressure exerted by a mixture of gases (air) is equal to the sum of the partial pressure of the gases.
Hypothermia: Reduced body temperature, core temperature sinks below 35˚C.
Hyperthermia: Increased body temperature.
Hypercapnia: excess carbon dioxide loading in the blood
Hypocapnia: insufficient carbon dioxide loading, often caused by hyperventilation.
Saturation diving: Saturation means the diver’s tissues absorbed the maximum partial pressure of gas possible; the time to decompress safely (to ascend from the depth) does not
increase with further exposure. During a saturation dive, the divers live in a pressurized environment, for up to several weeks, without surfacing.
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Technical Terms Climbing
Free climbing: Ascending vertical walls through one’s own power moving with the rock’s natural features. Ropes
and equipment are only used to stop a fall if one should occur. Route may be bolted for protection for belaying
and rappelling.
Alpine climbing (mountaineering): Ascending whole mountains, often utilizing rope and equipment to assist vertical progress.
Free soloing: Climbing without the use of ropes or equipment.
Lead climber: The first person of the climbing party to ascend, placing protection along the way. The potential to
fall a longer distance is greater, as there is no protection from above.
Belayer: The second person of the climbing party manages the rope for the lead climber to stop the climber from
falling.
Belay device: Special friction device, that stops the rope running through on impact (fall).
Rappelling: Descending down the ropes with a belay device.
Pitch: Distance from one anchor station to another, maximum distance: full rope length (approximately 50 meters).
El Cap: Term of endearment for The Nose of Yosemite’s El Capitan, traditionally climbed in three to five days,
around 880 m long and over 31 pitches of strenuous, exposed climbing.
Aerial Silks: An aerial apparatus made from a lengthy fabric hanging freely from the roof or rig and is also called
Tissu, Silks, aerial ribbons, aerial silks, or ribbon depending on the region.
Aerialist: Performer who climbs up and down the silks, wrapping sections around the body to hang, drop and slide
during the performance.
Rigger: Person responsible for setting up and maintaining aerial rigging.
Rigging: All equipment used for the suspension of aerial apparatus, includes truss, chain motors, chain blocks,

slings, ropes, pulleys, carabineers, shackles and quick-links.

Image 1: ( next page) ‘reflection’ an attempt to capture the interconnectedness with nature:
artistic exploration (Die Innenwelt der Außenwelt der Innenwelt, Photographer : Stefan Otto
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Introduction
Gravity lies at the core of my research. Gravity is a timeless embodied sensation
and a scientific certainty. To ‘really feel’ gravity, I decided to explore its effects/
affects, physically and emotionally, in environments that draw attention to the
presence of gravity. This research began with studies of gravity in both artistic and
functional contexts. Its practical aspects were based on an in-depth exploration of
two nature-specific sports (ocean diving and rock-climbing) and then, later, aerial
silk work. Over time, the exploration developed into an artistic process producing a
series of artefacts using the experiences of gravity as a departure point.
This thesis is the culmination of an integrated practice-led research enquiry,
drawing on the relationship of gravity to both submergence and suspension.
I examine each of these states in terms of pertinent scientific knowledge
(including discourses surrounding physics and human anatomy, which inform
the management of gravity in different environments) and of the embodied
experiences of training and performance. A part of my understanding about my
practice was derived from intense and regular training and experimentation in
climbing and diving throughout the research and, stemming from this schedule,
one of the main foci of my research centres on the effects that the physical
environment, both natural and man-made, makes on an individual’s internal
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sense of reality. I use the term laboratory to situate the work which took place in
different environments as a homage to Jerzy Grotowski’s Poor Theatre (2002) and
his understanding of a laboratory for performance making although this type of
laboratory is not confined to a scientific methodological paradigm, but rather
indicates a space of experimentation. A laboratory “is a parallel dimension of the
theatre. It follows an orbit which, however, cannot be defined with any degree
of accuracy” (Schino, 2009, p. 29). By placing myself into such a laboratory (so to
speak), I was in a position to better understand the visceral potential of diving and
aerial work as zones for indepth experimentation as research. In so doing, I could
observe with more clarity what bodily changes occurred during those experiences
and also apprehend the psycho-physiological processes in relation to gravity.
Ultimately, each activity – the investigation of scientific discourses on gravity, the
exploration of rock-climbing and diving as creative departure points with which
to consider gravity, and the transfiguration of these experiences in performance
– presented different constraints and allowed unconventional possibilities to
be expressed. As a provocation, I offer the notion that gravity, which is usually
acknowledged as present and intangible, is nevertheless a force that can be
handled, kinaesthetically as well as theoretically. Thus framed, gravity is not
only a point of creative inspiration but can be considered phenomenologically
bendable in various locations – gravity feels different when an individual is
airborne or submerged.
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Research Questions
This research was prompted by the following questions, which called for
imaginative and metaphorical responses rather than solutions to hypothesised or
problematicised perspectives. The focus was on exploring responses to gravity in
the activities and translating those responses into performance. My relationship
to training, history and practice as a performance maker and my attraction to
the natural world are wrapped up in a specific understanding of knowledge/s.
So this research journey and the resultant portfolio of works along with the critical
engagement through the exegesis attempt to tease out humans’ complex and, in
my view poetic, relationship to gravity.
How might a performer’s kinaesthetic appreciation of gravity develop 		
through exposure to suspended and submerged states?
Are there emotional responses within the performer involved in encounters
with alternative gravitational states and, if so, how do they manifest?
Are there artistic consequences to be derived from exposing the body to 		
different gravitational environments?
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To specify, I understand emotional responses as sensory experiences, which are
articulated physically through perceptible means. Erika Fischer–Lichte explains:
That emotions are generated physically and that we become aware of them only
as physical articulations. In this sense, emotions can indeed be transmitted to others
without ever having been ‘translated’ into words. (2008, p.151)

Although my research is solely focused on the emotional perspective of the
performer, it is necessary in the final stages of this investigation to give some
attention to the perspectives of an audience. As a performance maker, I am
conscious about possible audience responses when I make decisions in the
construction of a work. The presence of an audience creates an automatic
“relationship” but the performance maker still needs to be constantly aware of
whether the work aims to engage or posit their ‘pretended’ absence and make
decisions about actions accordingly. As the desire to communicate is a motivation
for most directors and performers, personally I see theatrical or choreographed
languages (be they performance, dance, theatre or circus) as ways to increase
the range of possible communication and connections with other human beings.
Therefore consideration of the audience’s perspective becomes part and parcel
of the making procedures. However, for the purposes of this research, the focus is
primarily on the performer’s experience.
This research seeks to understand how humans are affected by gravity, mentally
and physically, and how these encounters impact on our experience. When
the performer’s body learns to incorporate unconventional experiences, new
performance possibilities and opportunities can, in turn, impact in a continuous
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feedback loop back on the performer’s internal and external landscapes,
including her relationship to the natural environment. The study sets out to explore
how such ideas and experiences can be channeled into performance creation.
Thus, I need to consider the various facets of embodiment of gravity – in and
through practice and performance – to find the intercepting points in a seemingly
inseparable network. What I have found helpful in expressing these complex and
often ambiguous terrains is articulating what I perceive to be the ‘poetic quality’
(the capacity to express the inexpressible) of gravity in conjunction with the
theoretically grounded knowledge of gravity. My experimentation in the ‘wild’
outdoor laboratories tested the sensations of gravity in submersion and suspension,
which then allowed me to explore the translations of these sensations in an
embodied poetic expression both in written and performative forms. The usage of
the term ‘poetics’ arises across a varied historical range from established literary
and dramatic forms to performance as an expanded field, and has been used
increasingly in trans-disciplinary explorations such as contemporary performance
where juxtapositions of image, sound and movement have the capacity to evoke
metaphorical connections which reach beyond literal materiality.
My definition of ‘poetic’ reaches beyond that which is coined from a general
purpose; as being romantically beautiful or expressive (Shusterman, 1998). In this
context, I wish to broaden the definition of ‘poetic’ and place a focus on ‘poetic’
as the organising principle that presumes a transformation of communication,
which is otherwise merely transactional. This organising principle is used to convey
meaning through the arrangement of words, movement or image, creating
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links between different levels of experience and phenomena through exploring
metaphorical translations (Bachelard, 1964). From a performance practice point
of view, poetics concerns itself with the acts of meaning-making and the interplay
of material and immaterial content (Jenisch, 1996).
In the myriad ways in which I could have conducted this research, I have been
prompted by a fascination for gravity and translated concepts and experiences
of gravity through the body in performance. This translation was partially inspired
by Gaston Bachelard, who describes such transpositions as “turning from the
universe of reason and science to that of imagination and poetry” (1969, p. viii). I
have not turned away from science, rather, I have found the poetics from within
that broad disciplinary field. My research aims to pursue the notion of experiential
forms – submitting to and creating kinaesthetic experiences through the sensual
qualities of being enwrapped by the environment – in an attempt to capture the
‘essence’ of gravity in a poetic and performative way.
In spite of the limitations, I desire not only to express and communicate on a
poetic level that which cannot be explicitly seen or known other than in personal
experience but seek to find a translation of this awareness into theatrical
language. No amount of words can describe an arresting image, an immersive
experience or a movement sequence exactly, because words constitute one
language and movement and imagery another. Michel Serres (1995, p. 126)
supports this notion: “When understanding and the voice are incapable of saying
or expressing something, then the body itself moves into action, in order to express
what the first two cannot.”
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This entire work deals with the tensions involved in translating experiences
of gravity in suspended and submersed states into performative languages
acknowledging the gaps and/or inaccuracies inherent in all translation. It is not
a matter of a direct translation of one word to another; rather it is the challenge
of translating often-intangible meaning. Marc Burrows confirms the struggle to
translate and expands “not only language but also reality itself resists us. In its
incomprehensibilities, it remains a force eliciting verbal expression, often enough
provoked by the pressure of this resistance” (2002, p. 182).
Ultimately, I contend that a performer’s kinaesthetic appreciation of gravity
can be developed through an exposure to suspended and submerged states.
These various states can help to develop varied emotional responses or states
of being, leading to a greater awareness of the body, the mind and the
physical environment: in other words, the endeavour aims to pursue a greater
responsiveness to “being-in-the-world” (Heidegger, 1976). I argue that these
experiences can have unique artistic consequences by which, I mean that the
research questions generate translations of experiences across various language
codes (text, movement, image) and disciplines (theatre, performance and
dance). All the complex interactions between gravity and my body, poetics and
physics are implicit in the creative projects.
This ‘artistic consequence’ of the body of work that I have created is inspired
by gravity in natural and built environments. As noted above, gravity can be
managed as a variable factor within the physical milieu rather than be accepted
as an unbending dictatorship.
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Ignorant before the heavens of my life

I stand and gaze in wonder. Oh the vastness

Of the stars. Their rising and descent. How still.

As if I didn’t exist. Do I have any

share in this? Have I somehow dispensed with

their pure effect? Does my blood’s ebb and flow

change with their changes? Let me put aside
every desire, every relationship

except this one, so that my heart grows used to

its farthest spaces.

“Ignorant before the heavens of my life”

(Rilke, 2014)
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Terms of Engagement
Rather than attempting to encapsulate the precise measurements or quantitative
analyses that scientists seek when describing gravitational experiences, I use
personal explorations to understand how gravity pervades our perceptions and
can be expressed poetically through the language of movement and poetry.
This thesis contextualises my relationship with gravity within a continuum, aiming
to situate where the research originates, how it evolves and what the implications
are for my creative work. The research method is driven by the requirements of the
chosen activities (diving and climbing) and their inherent dynamic complexities.
Consequently, the writing brings together facts, creative action and critical
reflection. As such, a disparate array of critical and non-critical voices are drawn
into the development of the study. I have chosen to concentrate the writing on
the most influential aspects of the research journey.
This thesis binds the documentation of process and product, of training and
performance together as a whole while simultaneously embedding these creative
outcomes in scientific and theoretical knowledge. In this integrated practiceled research neither disciplinary mode is more important than the other. Both the
performance outcomes and the writing about the research speak to a common
purpose: to investigate gravity.
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This does not mean that recording this journey through physiology, physics,
philosophy and performance has been simple. The experiential capacity of
written work is vastly different from that of creative practice in the performing
arts. In an ideal world, this exegesis might be wordless and, instead, would
transport readers underwater or up into the clouds so that the reader could have
immersive experiences to match my own. Research often carries the burden of
proof which is recorded and held for posterity, whereas performance bears the
burden of artistic meaning which necessarily involves ephemerality. As an artist/
researcher, I am located in the middle of these two avenues of explaining human
experience. Embodied knowledge cannot always be adequately expressed in
the linearity of writing. Many aspects of embodiment evolve and influence each
other simultaneously – physical abilities, self-perception, accumulated experience,
thoughts patterns and emotional states.
However, I also understand that research asks us to challenge our assumptions
and conventions and open ourselves to new tasks and to confront difficulties.
Later, I will detail the various debates surrounding creative research but, suffice
to say, I have adapted and adjusted a methodology that suits my line of enquiry.
The methodology of practice-led research has enabled my practice to lead the
research and, at other times, the research to lead the practice and, by doing so,
I embrace widely different and purpose-built methods in the written exegesis to
reflect this journey.
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Each stage of the project is examined in various ways and separated into
sections for ease of reading; however, in actuality, each stage mutually
informed the others. I see this process as operating in a spatial metaphor of
polycentric movement in that the artist, the role of artistic practice and influential
philosophies evolve as interconnected and dynamic phenomena. By this I mean
that my research staggers events, intertwines ideas and draws multiple lines of
investigation together, with every shift taking me somewhere else and facilitating
reflection on my relationship with the research, including my story, my environment
and my relationship to the world. Thus, sinking into gravity to reach into endless
space is essential for my research, not only as a metaphor, but also as an actual
departure point for my role as an artist.
Finding a balance between the movement and the writing is conceptually and
kinaesthetically challenging. I understand that my own movement becomes
a conduit to articulate ideas and discoveries but, I would also like the writing
process and outcomes to reflect embodiment in a three-dimensional space rather
than that which follows a straight line. Similarly, during the process of this research,
the entanglement of body and words or of theory and creation continuously feed
each other. However, the difficulty is in finding a writing that can convey this topsyturvy movement through space, to be as immersive in the writing as were the
immersive experiences.
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I have attempted to encapsulate the polycentric trajectory or spiraling of
embodied knowledge in the design of this written argument. The personal tone of
the writing aligns with the focus in question, be it critically reflective, perspectives
of immersion in the natural laboratories or concerned with the imaginative
generation of performance. Therefore there will be a range of different voices
in the exegesis that “assume different postures and perspectives” (Hamilton,
2011, p. 3). I provide links and cross-references between the performative inquiry
and theoretical research with the aim of developing a form of writing that
extends from the perceptual, embodied experiences of gravity to a rigorous and
illuminating research document. Thus performance documentation, images,
notes, video clips and journal entries complement the main text in order to reflect
the corporeality and the embodiment that is difficult to capture in words alone.
An image for me holds the capacity to capture that which in other forms may
remain inexpressible. Images also suggest a sense of flow or presence, which
was predominant in much of my practical research, and capture something of
the beauty and romanticism of my encounters with nature. At times, the images,
positioned behind or next to the text, represent a dynamic interpretation of the
discussion, illustrative of the bond between rationality and the experiential to
evoke a sense of the whole experience. If the text explicitly intertwines ideas with
a specific reference to an image, a descriptive caption is used.
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In addition, the use of images and poetry positioned alongside the discussion
evokes a sense of what is ‘written on’ or incorporated within the performer’s body.
I understand ‘writing on the body’ to be the physiological changes in the body
and the physical memory the body holds as traces of knowledge gained through
its experiences. This research is literally written on my body: my physical shape, the
way my body moves and perceives sensations, and how I express this perception,
have changed during the course of the research.
Excerpts from the poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke are layered next to pertinent
aspects of the functional research and are intended to evoke poetic intimations
of my experiences. His words also help me to unearth different layers of
understanding, situating poetic insight next to its academic counterpart.
This has been a reflective practice-led research project in that at every stage
of the process I question, challenge and reflect on my artistic practice as it
relates to my research drive to investigate the experiences of gravity and so
the amalgamation of image and writing signals my small attempt to remain as
kinaesthetic as possible in a digital medium. The work’s text/ures will hopefully
enable the reader to experience something of the Unteilbarkeit (indivisible nature)
of being-in-the-world which is central to my approach to the research.

My Gravitational Pull

In undertaking this research, I am aware that my personal experiences have influenced my research in certain
ways. I spent my childhood in the countryside of Bavaria, Germany. My home was close to a beautiful clear lake
where I spent many hours swimming and diving, and a garden full of old tress that just waited to be conquered.

Image 2: ‘Starnbergersee’: the place I grew up.
photographer: Stefan Otto
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When I was eight years old, all I wanted for Christmas was a long rope and I was
very excited when I found a 10-metre rope under the Christmas tree. I had to be
patient till spring, when the snow had melted, so my brother could climb up into
the big chestnut tree in our garden to secure it.
Playing on that rope was heaven, swinging like Tarzan, climbing up and down
and inventing stories of crossing a terrifying abyss to save someone. I played with
that rope for several years and had my first real encounter with gravity when the
natural fibre wore out and broke. Luckily, it was only a short fall.
That fall did not stop me from venturing into rock climbing when I was 16 years old.
Those days were filled with freedom, experiences and choices that are forever
imprinted in my memory and in my body. I climbed intensively for several years
before life took me to another city, far away from the mountains, where these
climbing memories slowly drifted into the background. On a psychological level,
I believe this has shaped my personality, as these activities are still represented in
my life choices – I have since become a dive master and chosen circus skills as a
fitness routine.
In addition, I have come to realise that throughout my life I have chosen to
engage in experiences in which movement plays a major role. Movement, for me,
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enhances the intense feelings of being alive and any subsequent self-discovery
and/or expression. Initially, activities included rock climbing, horseback riding and
dancing. Those experiences extended into my chosen profession as a performing
artist and allowed me the same ‘thrill of timelessness’ that I remember as a child.
In my position as a performance maker, I have been involved in a range of dance
and theatre training disciplines, anatomical and somatic investigations, and
outdoor environmental explorations.
Vital relationships between the internal and the external are ever-present in the
research. Performative research utilises an individual’s subjective experience
and embodied knowledge, and can lead to links with, and insights into scientific
knowledge:
The focus on the body is prevalent, particularly in wanting to explore what and how
theatrical experiences are created with and through it in an attempt to question
what is shared and what is specific in the human condition. (Sanchez-Colberg, 2007,
p. 24)

Moreover, my interest in reaching towards a shared position between art and
science derives from an appreciation of the potential for mutual contribution.
As Patricia Leavy (2008) suggests, the modernist division between art and
science is no longer timely nor rewarding in a post-modern context of legitimate
interdisciplinarity, hybridity and border crossing.
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Is it gravity or attraction that keeps me here?
Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s famous household expression is pertinent in this
instance, he observes that the hardest thing to see is what is in front of our eyes
(Was ist das Schwerste von allem? Was dir am leichtesten dünkt. Mit den Augen
zu sehen, was vor dir liegt). This was certainly the case for me when investigating
the intersection between the science and the art of gravity since its poetic
expressiveness was not explicit in my mind until I began this research journey.
Humans are always moving in relation to gravity. Schwerkraft literally means
‘heavy power’ in German. The German soul is said to be full of Schwermut
(melancholia, gloom) or ‘heavy courage’, which comes from the word schwer
and is closely connected to gravity. Like my childhood memories, my ‘Germanness’ – particularly with respect to language – invariably leaks into the processes
and outputs of this research and the ‘heavy courage’ taken to achieve its
culmination.
The overlapping between the physical experience required to combat the
forces of gravity acting upon the body and emotional connections sparked my
interest and led to the research. It is impossible to separate the research from the
circumstances of my life:
Since creative arts research is often motivated by emotional, personal and subjective concerns, it operates not only on the bases of explicit and exact knowledge, but
also on tacit knowledge. (Barrett, 2010, p.4)
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It is with this understanding of self-reflexive interconnectedness that I turn to the

structure of this exegesis, including the methodology and methods of my research,
in order to deconstruct how gravity affects and brings us in-the-world.
Firstly I will give on overview of the conceptual and theoretical material to situate
the research and its processes, following the critical conceptual underpinning to
the research, I will outline the methodology and methods of practice as research.
Part One of this document contains a detailed survey of gravity and performance
practitioners inspired by or related to gravity and will then lead into the specifics of
submersion and suspension in natural environments.
Part Two details the process behind the creative practice and comments directly
on the creative works. I oscillate between ‘Romantic’ artistic descriptions,
ecological awareness and the effects of training, and physicalising the imaginary
through the articulation of movement translations.

Conceptual Underpinnings
Flow, Phenomenology, Poetics, Embodiment, Ecological Lens, Theatre
Alongside the many aspects of practice explored in conjunction with
phenomenological principles, I drew on tacit, spatial, kinaesthetic and physiological
knowledge, as well as philosophical, anthropological, aesthetic and psychological
discourses to explore the multi-dimensional relations of the moving body in response
to gravity. Notions enunciated by the 19th century German Romantic poets, their
expressions of being ‘among’ and being ‘part of’ the world also coalesced with my
21st century explorations in ways I had not anticipated. This poetry resonated through
my adolescence and has re-surfaced in this exploration of gravity, providing a frame
for the poetics of gravity. Additionally, a central aim of artistic and athletic practice
is to be embodied and embedded in the environment so that nature itself and its
complementary ecological discourse are drawn into focus.
The following section discusses several aspects that relate directly to my research;
the notion of flow, phenomenology, poetics (understood in the broader sense of the
poetic experience of language, movement or art), an ecological lens for performance,
and the influence of the artistic traditions which have shaped my understanding;
Tanztheater, physical theatre and circus. German Romantic poets can almost be seen
as a foundation for my inclination toward a poetic sensibility, a foundation which is born
in an intimacy with nature. Therefore, to complement the poetic layers of the project, it
is necessary to discuss this creative research in terms of a parallel ecological mandate.
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Flow
The section on ‘flow’ speaks of the power to achieve wellbeing. The exploration
of gravity also points to an inter-relationship between the abilities to function with
and express its forces, an ability in Bolt’s words “to handle” gravity (2010, p. 30).
When moving through both suspension and immersion, I often reach a condition
of well-being which seems to me to coincide with Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s
concept of “flow” (1992; 2002). The notion of flow relates to that ideal moment in
a performance (or any other immersive activity of engagement) when everything
seems to come together in an optimal moment for releasing creativity and/or
achieving full immersion of the task at hand. During this state of consciousness,
mind and body are integrated; fears and anxieties about the past and the future
are removed by total immersion in the present (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). In such
moments, consciousness is characterised by feelings of deep enjoyment where
usual measures of time lose meaning and a sense of control and mastery results
from focused attention on the lived experience, creating an ‘optimal experience’
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1992; 2002).
When in a flow state, an individual may forget everything else around him/her
except for a concentrated attention on being, enabling challenges and skills
to meet in a state of absolute equilibrium between mind and body, space and
time. Whether the activity requires strenuous physical exertion or highly disciplined
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mental agility, the individual appears to arrive at the execution of the task
almost effortlessly. In such moments, for example, being on stage for a performer
becomes self-rewarding. Csikszentmihalyi (1992) points out that on the occasions
where an individual feels this sense of exhilaration and enjoyment, a person’s
body or mind is stretched to the limit in a voluntary effort to accomplish something
difficult and worthwhile.
To remain in the state of flow in a chosen activity, an individual must consistently
increase the complexity of the skills and, simultaneously, take on new challenges.
Often a flow experience becomes a landmark in memory for what life should be
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).
Gravity is an important component in achieving the state of flow. As Soden puts it:
Playing with gravity provides the most intense example of the flow phenomenon, because gravity is the constant and unyielding force in which we evolved; it unfailingly
arouses our primal brain; it lets us reliably slip in and out of our protective frame without the vagaries of a human opponent; and it unequivocally focuses all our intention
on the here and now. (2005, p.272)

Csikszentmihalyi often uses rock climbing as a signature example of flow. Climbing
up a wall of rock has a very clear goal: to complete the climb without falling.
The intense concentration helps to guard against distractions be they originating
in physicality, memories or thoughts. If the amalgamation of skill and purpose
come together perfectly, efficiency transforms into movement that blends effort
with relaxation, encompassing experiences of “timelessness”, “one-pointedness

of mind”, “integration of mind and
body”, and a “sense of man’s
place in the universe; oneness with
nature; congruence of psychological
and environmental ecology”
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1977, p. 96-97).
Moreover, in retrospect probing
into the characteristics of
Csikszentmihaly’s ‘flow’ enabled me
to make various connections with
the very subjective experience of
being in states of submersion and
suspension with ideas of a personal
poetic expression in artistic practice.
Flow is not a purely physical process
since muscles and the brain must
be equally involved to allow its
spontaneous emergence. This
interconnectivity is reminiscent for me
of unique moments in a performance
(or any other immersive activity of
engagement) when everything

Image 3: ‘state of flow’ enjoying the
climb, Photographer: Rafaela
Wilson
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seems to come together in a magical state to which every performer seems
to aspire and, from time to time, to know. In such moments, being on stage
becomes self-rewarding. In the rare occasion that ’flow’ happens, I feel the
same sense of exhilaration and deep sense of enjoyment that I can feel when
climbing or diving in natural enviroments. The most difficult challenge of this
practice-based research was to bring the sense of the flow experienced in
the physical laboratory of nature back into the studio. I strained to align the
studio work with Csikszentmihalyi’s suggestion that the blurring between subject
and object, between the human and the rock and the need to merge one’s
thinking with that of the rock raises the idea of a dialogue between the human
and the rock. Hill concurs that, “you’re climbing yourself as much as the rock
... If you’re flowing with something, it’s totally still … so you’re not quite sure
whether you are moving or the rock is” (2002, p. 93). This idea is also akin to
Martin Heidegger’s understanding of Zuhandensein (being ready-to-hand) as
it constitutes human relations to reality (Realitätsbezug) and emphasises that
nature sets upon us, and takes us captive within the landscape: “die Natur [..]
uns überfällt, als Landschaft gefangen nimmt“ (1976, p. 70). There can be no
climb without the animation, or the presence, of the rock. This tension of the
human in the landscape – imposed or in partnership with the non-human world
– was something that I wrestled with throughout the process and certainly in
retrospect also struggled to capture in the performance, particularly in Sea
Inside (which I will discuss in detail in the performance chapters).
An examination of Csikszentmihaly’s principles of ‘flow’ in relation to
performance may assist in aligning the more scientific background with the
work of principal theatre theorists, which will be discussed later.

Phenomenology and
being-in-the-world
Phenomenology is especially useful in my research as both an epistemological
and ontological underpinning. Phenomenology acknowledges a way of
knowing and being determined by the individual experience of perception.
In other words, reality is defined by certain conventions and assumptions in
relation to the perception of phenomena. Things are as they are perceived
to be: what is experienced is just as objectively real as the proposition that
there is an independent concrete knowledge of the external world. As such,
phenomenology as a conceptual underpinning proves to be useful in unpacking
the significance of the “inseparability” of perception and knowledge.
Martin Heidegger
In the tradition of German philosophical inquiry, I am familiar with Martin
Heidegger’s observation that phenomenology derives its terms and procedures
from the phenomenon being examined. In his seminal work, Sein und Zeit [Being
and Time] (1976), he describes the coming-into-being of an individual as also
a coming-into-being of the world (Heidegger, 2006). ‘We’ cannot exist without
our perception of being-in-the-world. Moving through it, and responding to its
materials and properties, means that the world of experience is continuously
coming into being, gaining knowledge about this world:
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Und nur weil die Sinne ontologisch einem Seienden zugehören, das die Seinsart des
befindlichen In-der-Welt-seins hat, können sie ,gerührt’ werden und ‚Sinn haben für’,
so daß das Rührende sich in der Affektion zeigt.
And just because the senses ontologically belong to a being, that is of a being located in-the-world, they can be ‘touched’ and ‘have a sense for’ so that what is stirred
is reflected in the affection. (1976, p.137)

The very ‘being’ of an individual involves an engagement with the world, thus
creating a greater responsiveness to In-der-Welt-sein, of being-in-the-world.
Self and world merge and it is impossible to say where one ends and the other
begins. Heidegger’s notion of Dasein – the state of being experienced by humans
in their own existence (1976, p.32) – points to the ontological condition of the
infinite possibilities of being. The Da (trans: there, present, or referring to a place)
thus is a situational and contextual ‘place’ of Da-sein, which points to the deep
connection we experience with our environment. Being a part of the world is
becoming a part of the context in which Dasein is an awareness with which
Dasein interacts. World makes itself know through mental/emotional states: “Diese
Welterschlossenheit tut sich uns primär [...] in der Befindlichkeit kund” (1976, p.136).
It is the constitution of the ‘being-as-being’ which thus precedes and creates a
‘directing oneself to’ and thus makes any meaning possible “allererst möglich (first
of all)” (Heidegger, 1976, p. 137). Corporeality is for Heidegger the original way of
being-in-the-world, and determines the experience.
Das Leiben gehört immer mit zum In-der-Welt-sein. Es bestimmt das In-der-Welt-sein,
das Offensein, das Haben von Welt immer mit. [...] Mit ‚Leib und Seele’ bei etwas
sein.
Through the body one belongs always to being-in-the-world. It determines the beingin-the-world, the openness, the having of world […] To be complete with ’body and
soul’ with something. (2006, p. 244-247)

Maurice Merleau-Ponty
I discovered the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty
during my research and found his notion of phenomenology
and the body to be particularly useful. Following Heidegger,
Merleau-Ponty conceives the world as coming into being
and experienced through the very medium and centrality of
bodily experience. He emphasises the primacy of the body
in relation to meaning-making:
The body reveals itself to the world and to itself through the
intersection of a tactile sensation that is on the outside and
a kinaesthetic sensation that is on the inside. (Merleau-Ponty, 1962,p.162)

Perception, thus, is grounded in the body and it is our body
that structures how we perceive the world, “interwoven with
all the other modes of experience and all the other psychic
data” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p 286). Merleau-Ponty explains
this further:
My body is made of the same flesh as the world, and moreover this flesh of my body is shared by the world, the world
reflects it, encroaches upon it and it encroaches upon the
world. (1968, p. 63)

I see Merleau-Ponty’s words reflected in the human and
rock dialogue I mentioned above. Richard Nelson sees
that the environment “takes a meaning in relation to me,
and develops with and around me”(1986, p. 38). Humans
and the natural and built environment are in constant
conversation.

Image 4: ‘body in the world’ artistic exploration (Die Innenwelt der
Außenwelt der Innenwelt) Photographer: Stefan Otto
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My phenomenological approach
This research is not an analysis of Heidegger or of Merleau-Ponty, nevertheless, I
find that the ideas of phenomenology requires a researcher to go deep into the
specifics of their world and use the self to interpret experience. Similarly, in relation
to practice as research, Barbara Bolt notes from a visual arts’ perspective that “we
come to understand the world theoretically only after we come to understand it
through handling” (2010, p. 30). I understand handling to only be possible through
a material, kinaesthetic and bodily perception of being.
It became quite clear early on that my research required me to play an active
and involved role in order to investigate the relationship between perception
and embodied knowledge. The idea of the lived body lies at the centre of what
is knowable. Through bodily engagements, I gain access to and perception of all
other objects which, especially under training conditions, creates a continually
reorienting framework through which objects are contained or represented.
According to Freeman, experience is predominantly organised spatially:
[We] are directed towards different modes of consciousness and different kinds of
relations to others and the world through our habits and actions. In its lived nature,
space carries the meanings of the manner in which we inhabit the world. (2010,
p.138)

Phenomenologically, humans become conscious of our ‘selves’ as being human
through our embodied interconnections with the rest of the world, human and
non-human: we understand the world by moving through it (Rossiter, 2007).

I hypothesise that literally through
moving we make a pathway
towards being-in-the-world. The
German contemporary writer and
theatre maker, Peter Handke,
speaks about the exchange
between us and the world around
us, suggesting the notion of:
Die Innenwelt der Außenwelt
der Innenwelt. Zum einen: Im
Wechsel von innen und außen
geht es in erster Linie um einen
Wahrnehmungsprozess.
The inner world of the outside
world of the inner world.
The change from the inside
and outside is primarily a
perceptual process. (Handke,
1992, p. 2)

The transpositions Handke mentions
between inner and outside worlds,
encapsulates my process of finding
the inner sensations (poetic) from
exposures to gravitational activities
(the outside). His work is, in this
Image 5: ‘Die Innenwelt der Außenwelt der
Innenwelt’ capturing being-in-theworld, Photographer: Stefan Otto
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way, similar to Pina Bausch or Hans Kresnik (see pages 52 and 53) for there is a
recognised concern with relations between internal/external states that can be
noted as characteristic of German performance. I interpret the phrase “the inner
world of the outside world of the inner world” as primarily signifying a perceptual
process and, as such, the decisive factor is to be alert to any changes of
perception. The experience is aligned with the objective and the subjective, in my
case the gravitational impact on the body and its poetic interpretation, leading to
an exploration of intersubjective meanings.
This perspective also links to concrete psychophysical experience, which
demonstrates how my ‘self’ differs when exposed to different landscapes. There is
a counter-movement flow between the inner and the outer world, which occurs in
a never-ending process.
Movement is inextricably linked to the body and to the environment. Trusting in
one’s corporeal sensibility and capacity to take in the surroundings, forms the basis
of developing expertise in physical reconditioning. In turn, the re-tuned body is
fodder for self-reflection and self-evaluation, which is often posed alongside or in
conjunction with the literature pertinent to the research. This thought is supported
by phenomenologist Heather Devine (1984) who suggests physical training is best
understood as a search for a new sense of self, a desire for self-transformation:
“[t]hrough training we have the opportunity to mould-to create-ourselves” (p. 170).
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I will describe in more detail the shifts in perception as well as in physiology in the
diving section. When examined, bodily transformations in disciplined practice
can be seen to alter the nature of the experience itself. If the body changes,
perception will change, suggesting that perceptions can be ‘trained’ to operate
in different ways.
In my case, ‘knowing’ initially arises through handling the research questions
literally through the body. Disciplined and lengthy practice in the selected
environments causes an individual to enter into a dialogue with the surroundings.
Following this, performance can be seen as an attempt to re-present a
quintessential phenomenological environment, where an enactment of
knowledge is grounded in the world.
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Poetics
I argue that material facts are not enough to encapsulate the complexity
of human and non-human existence; poetry however allows for a deeper
ontological understanding on various levels of human experience.
‘Poetics’ has been used in relation to performance and is used
increasingly as a trans-disciplinary and post-disciplinary term. Systematic
representations about how to design, structure or philosophise about
specific phenomena can be described as poetics as, for example, Gaston
Bachelard's 1964 work, The Poetics of Space. For Bachelard “the poetic
image has an entity and a dynamism of its own (1964, p. xii)” I see poetics
as an invitation to experience creative interconnections between various
fields and as a space to move towards which lies beyond materialistic and
scientific knowing:“The object of a poetics, like that of art itself, is at one
and the same time knowledge, affect and action” (Louppe, 2012, p.3).
Such expressions allow the emergence of new meaning or, maybe, just
a deeper meaning, that reaches beyond the surface and objectivity of
phenomena.
Richard Shusterman (1998) claims that poetry, in its essence, is more
philosophical and of higher significance than history alone, as it captures
the universal rather than simply a specific individual expression. Poetry
gives form, meaning and expression to the reality and experience we
encounter, representing “general, essential truths (based on ‘the laws of
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probability or necessity’) rather than on mere superficial appearances
or concrete particularities”(p. 2). On the other hand, my understanding
of the term aligns with Heidegger (1986) who conceives poetry as a
way of apprehending the world in a state of ‘becoming'. The ambiguity
(or multiple interpretations) recognised in poetic language and its
constructions enables ‘a space’ in which meaning can emerge or, in
Heidegger’s view, creates a world in which a singular imaginary can
play. As the ‘poetic word’ captures meaningful connections in the
world, it simultaneously creates a world. Language becomes a place
of poetic dwelling wherein the unsaid, leaves room for what cannot be
expressed alone through logocentric or unambiguous forms of language
(Heidegger, 1997). Heidegger perceives humans and their environment
as being in a temporal relationship shared through “an experience with
language” (1997, p.31). Heidegger's term Erfahrung, directly translates as
‘experience’, yet the German term implies a sense of journey (Fahrt) along
the path of language as an event. “Only where there is language, is there
world ” (1997, p.32).

I have great faith in all things not yet spoken
“dedication” (Rilke,1997)
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The term poetic is derived from the Greek poiesis – the making, the
fabrication of something and for Heidegger this is the intentional structure
“to render something visible, to make something manifest “ (cited in
Vandevelde, 2012, p. 125). I take the above to mean that language
affords a poetic construction, in its composition of words and what the
words, perhaps, leave unsaid. Ultimately, the poetic then has the capacity
to express what is often deeply felt and cannot be expressed by nonpoetic language. Poetry is often said to be bound to acutely personal
thoughts and feelings. There is a vein of this personal means of expression
that surfaces in Angela Ward’s argument for a context and rationale for
using poetry in social science research:
In a wider context of arts-based research methods, ‘poetic re-presentation’ is a method of re-presenting participants’ stories to answer research
questions … this includes crafting transcripts, focusing on the essence of the
experiences, or creating coherent storyline. (2011, p. 357)

I am bilingual and I often find there are certain words which cannot be
adequately translated from my first (German) to my second (English)
language and vice versa. For example, the notion of seelische Landschaft
(an incredibly important concept that I discuss in some detail later) is
difficult to translate as the English word, landscape, does not do justice
to the complexities and emotions that are potentially present within the
German terms. What poetry can achieve, like a highly informed and
sensitive translator, is the location of a space where meaning can be
generated. In this way, poetic language can be seen as a means by
which a phenomenon expresses itself (Vandevelde, 2012).
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Furthermore, this notion of poetics is understood to encompass physical
languages, since some experiences cannot be spoken or written about but
can be known through touch and felt sensations.
Words often cannot encompass the breadth and depth of what is human
experience, so poetic expression through dance or other art forms do not
replace words, but rather allow for communication about experiences
which are outside or alongside linguistic repertoires. As such, movement
cannot necessarily be substituted by speech but can be seen to operate
parallel to speech.
I maintain that the stage is a tangible physical place that speaks or
resonates with its own forms of language. These physical languages are
aimed at the senses and, independent of speech, must provoke responses
and comprehension by the senses. There is a poetry which appeals to the
senses, just as there is poetry which appeals to intellectual cognition.
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German Romanticism
The idea that poetry could represent transcendent ideas, even represent
the absolute, the eternal and the infinite was maintained in the German
Romanticism of Novalis and F.W.J. Schelling and later of R.M. Rilke. This is
the so-called Universalpoesie (universal poetry), which attempts to connect
dream and reality, poetry and real life in Wechselbezug (an exchange
relation), weaving the experimental, science, art and poetry in lyrics and
literature together. German Romantic poetry expresses moods, feelings
and experiences with the intention of evoking emotions in the reader.
Gefühlsbetontheit der Empfindsamkeit (emotional sensitivity) fosters a
Weltanschauung (subjective belief about the world), allowing for animate
aspects of nature to expose humans, poetically and imaginatively, to other
ways of being in the world.
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Casper David Friedrich, a painter
during the time of German
Romanticism, helps me to form
another link between the romantics
and contemporary environmental
work. His paintings express a sense
of nature, Naturempfinden, and
a longing and passion for the
landscape and also endow the
landscape with a sense of the
human spirit. Often referred to
as Gemalte Sehnssucht (painted
longings)(Düchting, 2010, pp. 12,
59), the images often encompass
back views of the characters and
fragmentary indications of motives,
which draws the viewer into the
picture, leading to an experience
of the atmosphere, where the
viewer and the landscape become
one. Scenes in nature are often
depicted as expressive of the
feelings of human souls within
Image 6: Casper David Friedrich,
(1818) Der Wanderer über
dem Nebelmeer (Wanderer
Above the Mist). Oil on
Canvas, 95 cm x 75 cm,
Hamburger Kunsthalle.
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the landscape, for example the lonely wanderer exposed and isolated
between the rough cliffs and the dark cloudy sky. In Merleau-Ponty’s
view, poetic expression, the object of expression and the expression itself
are inseparable: “a poem is a string of living meanings that illuminate a
situated attitude or approach towards the world” (2002, p.151). This links to
the romantic notion of being ‘amongst’ or being ‘part of’ the world as well
as with Heidegger’s notion of ‘being-in-the-world’(1976). For myself I see
poetry in nature and thus in reality and the body is a tool through which
meaning is created, therefore I cannot be separated from the experiences
I had in my natural laboratories
I have used Rilke’s poetry throughout my practice to verbally
communicate and enhance the arising and emerging evocative images
in performance. Rilke’s linguistic activity encourages metaphorical and
existential musings; describing mental leaps, dives and climbs. For him,
similar to the Merleau-Ponty, sensual experience “is a great unending
experience, which is given us, a knowing of the world, the fullness and the
glory of all knowing” (Rilke, 1977b, p. 42). Including Rilke’s poetry in my work
is akin to of the importance of lighting, audio-visual design and physical
action or movement. It is not that I wish to repeat the poet’s philosophical
excursions but, rather, I aim to bring to visibility something within my own
experience which resonates with Rilke’s ideas.
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In addition, the imagery and notions evoked in German Romanticism have
proven to be an invaluable lens for investigating particular questions arising
from movement-based inquiries. Perception feeds on poetic translations
in movement sequences and evocative text, which corresponds with
the equanimity I sense when being in a natural landscape, and with the
interchangeability of my responses to physical, emotional or mental stimuli.
As such I consider the Landschaft to be deeply intertwined in human
experience and thought. Landschaft is a German term simultaneously
meaning scenery, countryside and territory, but it also stands symbolically
for internal representations of the energy or feel of a place, as well
as reflecting the atmosphere where the person and the surrounding
landscape become one. The landscape is never separated from personal
attentiveness to the inner voices of things, so that many subtle attachments
experienced in nature pierce reality in the profound relationships of a
human presence with a chosen location, and continue to generate
meaning in a continual feedback loop. My whole practice was informed
by continuous dialogue with the forces of gravity in natural surroundings
and how I translated this into poetic form.

Embodiment
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As proposed by phenomenology, our bodies potentially provide the
reference points for perception of the world. Merleau-Ponty locates the
body in constant response to the environment, which is itself in flux and
adapting “a coition, so to speak, of my body with things” (MerleauPonty & Smith, 2002, p. 373). However, corporeal reference points might
vary immensely. In addition to acknowledging that “[our] bodies are the
foundation of our thoughts,” Greg Downey observes that “varied training
regimes can shape radically different styles of embodiment” and training
and education of the body and its capabilities can “transform how they
are inhabited” (2005, p. 30). As we know the world through the physical
body and our presence as a body, ingrained in us is a particular individual
way of sensory engagement in experiencing space, time and gravity.
From my perspective, material or physical techniques and emotions form a
complex system, which equates to more than the sum of its parts.
There has been a major shift in scientific understanding through a wealth
of neurobiological data in the last few years, embracing “the reflective
and integrated relationship between physicality, thought, emotion
and expression” (Kemp, 2012, p. xv). Most researchers in the field of
experimental psychology and neuroscience recognise that perception
is embodied but not biologically determined, genetically predestined or
‘natural’ (Gallagher, 2005; Lipton, 2007; Zull, 2002). These findings confirm
that the mind is inherently intertwined with the body and thus physiology
informs the body’s reactions and, equally, bodily knowledge informs the
mind, heart and soul of the individual. According to theatre director Peter
Lichtenfels:
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We understand ourselves through the body, whether within the limitations of gravity, or the form of our
bone structure. Embodied knowledge is also the
practice of the acculturated body within our social
and cultural environment. (2009, p. 131)

I see acculturation not only as the process by which
a particular culture is instilled in us, but also as the
process of assimilating, blending or restructuring of
new ideas in our body’s knowing. The lived world we
experience is not only shaped by our muscular-skeletal
anatomy (Downey, 2005), but also altered by our
thoughts, beliefs, feelings, skills and experience and
interactions with the environment. Physical practice is
an effective vehicle for change since learning a skill
requires an individual to acquire the necessary body
techniques and complementary sensory adaptation.
The anthropologist Tim Ingold elaborates on embodied
skill development:
The fluency and dexterity of movement is a function
of the skills that are developmentally incorporated
into the modus operandi of the body, through practice and experience in an environment. (2000, p. 291)

Even sitting at this desk writing has an effect on my
physiology because, like all individuals, I continuously
develop over time in response to environments.
Image 7 and watermarks : ‘understand ourselves through the
body’ from the series Die Innenwelt der Außenwelt der
Innenwelt. Photographer: Stefan Otto
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Perceptions and reservations about actions, like turning upside down, are held
in place by emotions which are visceral and physiological and are provoked by
learned cultural inclinations.
Philosophers Dorothee Legrand and Susan Ravn explain that “physicality is
defined as the belongingness to the physical world; subjectivity is defined as
the fact of being a subject of conscious experience” (2009, p. 390). They argue
that, although physical and subjective ways of being are projected as if they
are different elements of self-awareness, in general, they are perceived as one.
Dance Therapist Mary Whitehouse (1995) expresses interconnectedness as follows:
Just as the body changes in working with the psyche, so the psyche changes in
course by working with the body. We would do well to remember that the two are
not separate entities but mysteriously a totality. (p. 242)

The human nervous system is especially adept at projecting mental constructs
onto the world, creating patterns and symbolic constructs. Training can
reshape neurological structures (Ratey, 2001 p. 156). Also abstract concepts
are largely metaphorical, originating in our conceptual and perceptual
experiences of the material world, which leads to a conclusion that the physical
environment is reflected in our cognitive systems. I borrow here from the ideas
of neuroanthropology, in which interactions of brain and culture are explored.
Neuroanthropologists (Gallagher, 2005; Doige, 2010; Storch, 2010) attempt to
pursue a holistic and yet synthetic analysis of the dynamic interactions between
the components of cognition. Their findings confirm functional differences occur
in brain activity as well as in its architecture, depending on skill sets, culture and
occupation, because perception is grounded in the body and its behaviour.
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An Ecological Lens
Ecology is the study of the relationships and interactions between living organisms
and their natural or developed environment. Furthermore, ecology deals with
the complexities and beauty of systems themselves. It became evident in my
research that individuals abide in cultural situations, honouring intrapersonal
and interpersonal dynamics and, ultimately, forming one part of the ecology of
an environment. Ecological knowledge is generally considered the province of
science but art can convey aspects of such knowledge beyond the purposes of
science and therefore has the potential to impact upon us on a different level.
Baz Kershaw deploys ‘ecology’ as both a metaphor and theoretical model for
thinking about the complex relationships between theatre, contemporary media,
activism, and society (2007, p.12). Schechner elsewhere states that “the theatrical
and ecological meanings of environment are not antithetical” (2000, p. IX).
Ecology and the arts form “a process of endless exchange and interconnectivity
between the human and the other-than-human” (Giannachi & Stewart, 2005, p.
6) placing the body in a dynamic and symbiotic relation with its environment.
A human centric approach to nature has been critiqued in contemporary
ecological thinking. German Romanticism, where nature is mainly viewed
as a reflection and illumination of human mood (Düchting, 2010) has been
included in such critiques. While these artists may have projected themselves
as the central conduit through which relationships with nature are established, I
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personally see an ecological connection through interconnectivity within complex
movement systems, which although unable to resolve the problem of the human
encroachment on the natural landscape, does at least suggest that the human
is an intrinsic part of that landscape. I continue to wrestle with the implications of
activities and attitudes that inevitably alter natural environments (metaphorically
or literally), yet I am aware that my concern lies with what the physical activities in
the natural world allowed me to explore in terms of interconnectivity rather than
with what impact I inadvertently may have imposed on the environment.
Although not within the scope of this research, I did find some fundamental
principles in the discipline of ecology, which are closely linked to and important
for the overall trajectory of my work. In terms of this interconnectivity, nature’s
liveliness, the sounds and touch of water, views down a valley and the feel of a
rock on my skin all indicate my inescapable involvement in the time and place
of an ecological system. Baz Kershaw (2007, p.14) confirms that humans all share
a ‘performance common’ with air, water, soil. And theatre scholar May points
out “Matter itself – as ice, sea, wind – has a vitality that maintains continuity
between human affairs and all other events” (2014, p. 4). Such encounters with
nature also generate a counter-movement, which might be perceived as lying
beyond the tactility of surfaces of rock and human being, where the inner worlds
of a rock and a human enter into dialogue. The theme of interconnectedness
with the environment that surpasses a purely individualistic viewpoint can be
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seen in many ecological performance works. Kershaw continues, “everything
is interdependent“ (2007, p. 16) as can be seen in the work of environmental
sculptor Andy Goldsworthy or beach artist Andreas Amador. Theatre and
performance are as able to dig into the intangibility of human relationships within
an ecological environment, and as theatre maker Peter Brook believes “Putting
nature on stage is an attempt to deal with some of the most pressing issues of our
time” (2012, para. 4). The process may be poetically articulated, as the German
poets sought, or through the kinaesthetic, visual and sonic sensations of theatre.
Moreover, encounters with fields of gravity in my practice operate, without my
necessary awareness of the fact, within an ecological framework. My artistic
work assumes the world to be a shared habitat and fosters a sense of belonging
between all beings.
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The world is immense and like a word that
is still growing in the silence.

In the same moment that your will grasps it,

your eyes, feeling its subtlety, will leave it. . . .
“Moving forward”(Rilke ,1997)

Amerta Movement
The ecological lens framing my work owes a debt to the German Romantic poets
and also includes influences from my extended training in Amerta Movement, a
praxis that is inspired by moving in natural environments. First developed by the
Javanese movement artist Suprapto (Prapto) Suryodarmo in the 1970s, this nonstylised movement practice draws on free movement, the practice of Vipassana
and Javanese Sumarah meditation and Javanese Theravada Buddhism.
Suryodarmo’s Amerta movement focuses on the body moving in the environment
to acknowledge perceptions of our relationship with the natural world. According
to Suryodarmo (1990-98, personal communication), through moving we
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reintegrate parts of our self and become a part of our environment, developing
relationships to inner and outer experiences, thus changing to a position of being
among, rather than ‘being central to’ the world.
This training encourages an interrogation of the body’s conditioned kinetic
responses, in order to relearn potential movement patterns. Everyday movements,
such as walking, sitting and lying down, emphasise awareness of the body’s
relationship to gravity – reacting to gravity, inertia and momentum. By taking into
account these primary forces of the physical world and ‘emptying’ the body of all
unnecessary muscular control to utilise a sense of neutral balance, a kind of bare
minimum effort is required to undertake positions and exercises. Thus, a state of
passive alertness (perhaps paradoxical) is created by allowing natural gravitational
forces to work on the body. The reassessment of the movement happens through
the internal sense of body, from the proprioceptive role of the muscles, nerves and
senses more than from cognitive understanding. Concentration moves inwardly
(internal perceptions) and is emphasised over outer appearances. Amerta
movement provided a useful perspective in positioning the research in direct
relation to environmental surroundings, operating within an ecological system, as
opposed to working within the neutrality of a ‘blank canvas’ studio.
The movement artist and teacher, Sandra Reeves (2011), identifies a slightly
different approach. The ecological body forms one section of her book entitled,
Nine Ways of Seeing a Body, in which the body is situated “in flux, participation and
change” (p. 51). The changing body/soma experienced through movement is part
of the changing environment and challenges any fixed and deterministic notion of
self-participation in the movement of life. She continues:
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...an immanent, co-creating, moving body: a body constantly becoming within a
changing environment, where the body and the spaces in between and around
bodies are experienced as equally dynamic. Body and environment co-create each
other through mutual influence and interactional shaping. (Reeves, 2011, p. 53)

These ecological perspectives also link with the romantic notion of being
‘among’ and being ‘part of’ the world. This Weltanschauung postulates not a
static environment, but a world which envelops us, or as Heidegger sees it as a
‘becoming-world’ (1976) which develops with and through us. This means there
is always movement, even in stillness or in a fixed position: if nothing else, the
movement of the breath or circulation of the blood moves through the body. The
body is constantly changing, transitioning like the rest of the natural world.
By diving and climbing in natural environments, I expanded my embodied
awareness as an intrinsic part of a wider set of systems. My understanding of the
notion of Dasein is based on the hypothesis that a body (the self) perceives the
world through movement, which is inextricably linked to the environment. Many
body practitioners (dancers, yogis and movement-workers in general) have
come to realise that the imagined point of view from which one ‘sees’ one’s
body during the work of creation has a tangible effect on the outcome of the
work. This understanding brings to light the fact that a creator will gather different
information through his/her different perspectives and, as a result, different
feelings and corporeal forms will emerge. During my research in nature, I could
shift my mind. I felt interconnected with the universe and, at the same time, felt as
though I had ‘dissolved’ into a shared experience, although I was aware of the
boundaries between the environment and myself. The ecological philosopher,
David Abram, links this state of being to a phenomenologically derived praxis:
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As we return to our senses, we gradually discover our sensory perceptions to be
simply our part of a vast, interpenetrating webwork of perceptions and sensations
borne by countless other bodies—supported, that is, not just by ourselves, but by icy
streams tumbling down granitic slopes, by owl wings and lichens, and by the unseen
imperturbable wind. (1997, p. 65)

Gareth White elaborates on the tension, which can surface in such human to
non-human relationships: “To be immersed is to be surrounded, enveloped and
poetically annihilated, but it is also to be separated from that which immerses”
(2012, p. 228). The fluctuating relationship can evoke an awareness of the influence
of gravity. Anna Halprin views such sensory relationships as ‘political’, believing
that “if more of us could contact the natural world in a directly experiential way,
this would alter the way we treat our environments, ourselves and one another”
(2008, p. 123). Corresponding with Halprin’s description, my relations with earth’s
gravity changed over time, leading to an intuition about the unfathomable
nature of reality. There is an inextricable link between experience, perception and
sensation in an ecological groundedness. In Abram’s view, humans establish a
sense of belonging to the larger ecological whole through their senses (1997, p.
186). The sense of belonging to a larger ecological whole brings into conjunction
my childhood memories, notions from German Romantic poets, scientific findings
on the interconnectivity of mind and body, phenomenological thought, bodywork,
and various explorations of expression in theatre and dance. Ultimately, the ecology
of this research brings into its ever-becoming system, the forces of gravity and their
complementary poetic expressions.
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German Theatre, Tanztheater, 		
		 Physical Theatre & Circus
This contextualisation and conceptual overview would not be complete without
acknowledging the theatrical and performative disciplines that shaped my artistic
background and my formative understandings of expression, the body and also,
partly, the way I perceive the world.
German theatre
Growing up, studying and of course performing in and watching German
Theatre, my creative approach is influenced by contemporary directors such as
Thomas Ostermeier, Frank Castorf, Heiner Goebbels, Christoph Schliengensief and
Christoph Marthaler and the Tanztheater traditions of German choreographers
Pina Bausch and Hans Kresnik. Whether more text-focused (Ostermeier), radical
Regietheater (Castorf, Schlingensief) or collaborations that combine text and
movement, the breath and scope of cross disciplinary approaches in making work
has been instrumental in my understanding of performance.
What links these practitioners to my practice is the translation of the performers’
bodies into an art of speaking or communication. The body is our most
fundamental means of communication and interaction with the world. MerleauPonty emphasises the primacy of the body in relation to meaning-making stating:
“Sensation is a modality of general existence, one already destined for a physical
world and which runs through me without my being the cause of it” (MerleauPonty, 1962, p.216).
So every action/movement becomes a rendition of a precisely motivated
sensation or idea, potentially enabling the mysterious language of body
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movements on stage to provoke profound imagery for the spectator.
In relation to my work, the play with or defiance of gravity is not only a physical
actuality but also a blending of mental and/or sensual qualities in theatrical
translation. There is an overlap between the physical experience of gravity acting
upon the body and its associated sensual connections in and through spoken
language: “Language is a modality of the human body. It is generated out of
movement” (Gallagher, 2005b, p. 107). This kind of translation generates the
creation of a language (or poetics across different modes of expression) which
resonate with a complex and detailed bodily image of an experience.
Physical Theatre has become the umbrella label that incorporates many different
sorts of performances. Often a formalised use of particular skills or training drives
the work and many practitioners integrate text or use text as a departure point for
the creation of physical work:
What we define as physical theatre (putting aside the obvious notion that all theatre
is physical) refers to a form of theatrical expression that is visceral, inspired by the
body’s capabilities and impulses. (Richardson, 2012, p. 1)

The notion that all theatre is physical has permeated my perspectives, creating an
abiding interest in the intricate balance between language and movement. This
slippage across disciplinary fields of theatre, dance, Tanztheater and Circus belies
the lineage of my German theatrical background, playing with movement in textbased theatre or theatricality in dance.
The German genre of Tanztheater has decisively influenced the international
development of dance since 1973. When Pina Bausch was appointed director of
dance for the Wuppertal theatres, the form she developed, a mixture of dance
and theatre, was wholly unfamiliar. Tanztheater acts like a statement of intent
and “stands for an emancipation from mere balletic routines and the complete
freedom to choose one’s means of expression” (Servos, 2010, p. 3). Additionally
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the importance Tanztheater places on the
confrontation with the true motives behind
human movements and “the intuitive, physical
acting out of the personal responses” (Grau
& Jordan, 2000, p. 63), has become central in
my own approach to creating work.
I wish to mention two choreographers here
who have been very influential in my artistic
development. Although Bausch and Kresnik
have not worked explicitly with the concept
of gravity, they pursue communication with
their audiences through the language of
movement and experimentation with multiple
forms. The relationship between physicality
and textuality explored by practitioners such
as Bausch and Kresnik and found in physical
theatre, dance theatre or modern circus, is
pivotal to my research.
Pina Bausch
Pina Bausch is one of the most influential
choreographers in the last 40 years. In her
work fusing dance, theatre and visual art,
she explores many narratives, in form and
content, which explore sexual tension, gender
inequality and the possibilities for body
Image 8: experimentation with the relationship
between ‘physicality and text’, production shot
Sea Inside. Photographer: Georgia Faulkes-Taylor
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language. Bausch describes her Tanztheater productions as “a space where
we can encounter each other” (cited in Servos, 2010, para. 2), creating moving
images of inner landscapes which combine poetic and everyday elements with
an acute sculptural sense of the body in space:
Implemented in the search for individual truth, the body was treated as a medium
and message, as an autonomous universe with its own expressive characteristics.
(Grau & Jordan, 2000, p. 63)

Bausch’s evolving methodology engaged novel approaches to choreography,
such as using dancers’ emotions, their fears, needs, wishes and desires, as starting
points for the development of a work. She would ask the dancers to respond
to a question, request or concept; for example, to write the word sunshine with
their bodies or express physically something of which they are ashamed. Their
reactions would then form the core of the work. In an interview, she stated: “I’m
not so much interested in how people move, but what moves them” (cited in
Cody, 1998, p. 117), which later became her catch phrase. Although Gravity has
not explicitly been one of her topics of examination, I can see gravity operating
in her work at a literal as well as a metaphorical level especially in Café Müller
(1978).
She often posed the need for love and intimacy as the key subject of her work
through creating externalised moving images of inner landscapes, as well as
introducing natural elements, such as leaves, water and mud, as part of her
stage design. Her capacity to layer interiority and exteriority and human figures
against/within natural environments became inspirational for Sea Inside.
Bausch’s way of composing work occurs in an open structure that evades
definition, for she visualizes and theatricalises the dancers’ offerings within a
theme presented as a collage from diverse viewpoints. My approach to Sea
Inside, the performance that marked the culmination of this research, follows a
similar indeterminate and open structure.
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Johann Kresnik
Kresnik is another pioneer of Tanztheater who has markedly impacted on
my artistic development after (or perhaps even because) we had many
conversations about performance creation. I had the privilege to attend
most of his new works between 1992 and 2003 in Germany. He calls his work
“choreografisches Theater” - choreographic theatre (Ackermann, 1999), working
with visual and contextual provocations in a personal and political sense. He
encompasses different theatrical languages to achieve this end. For years, his
Tanztheater Company was a signature feature at the Volksbühne Berlin, one
of the most significant theatres in Germany. Personally I have gained a strong
appreciation for the impact of visual images and the political importance of
theatre through his work and our conversations, and although I consider that, I
am not overtly political in my work, there is undercurrent evident in concerns for
ecological continuity.
His form of theatrical expression is primarily visceral, inspired by the body’s
capabilities and a logic that may have little to do with a narrative or text
driven work, although he does use text and poetic languages in his politicised
explorations, for example Pasolini, Testament des Körpers (1996) at Deutsches
Schauspielhaus Hamburg or Sylvia Plath (1998) at Volksbühne Berlin.
I situated my work in this lineage, by creating physical work, which utilises poetic
languages without favouring the word. Kresnik’s representation (1992-2000,
personal communications) of a solitary human’s confrontation with obscure
events and uncertainty, and the solemn moments of life encountered by an
individual though a combination of poetic imagery and bodily language have
become influential in my own work, for example Bausch’s Kontakthof (2000).
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Circus
Circus traditions have been testing the boundaries of gravity for countless years
(tight-rope/trapeze/horse-back riding). Circus artists have been honing their skills
and pushing the body to its physical limits, not only as pure spectacle but more
and more as the inspiration for form and content.
In the 1960s in Europe and America, a new circus movement started to shift
away from accepted traditions, rejecting animal acts and turning towards
loose narrative and/or theatricalised formats which still utilised traditional circus
skills. Small groups performing in intimate tents, focusing on story telling or the
‘catastrophic‘ aspects of human nature appeared everywhere in Europe
during my early twenties. Works of the German Circus Roncalli aimed at
creating complete immersive experiences by embracing, multiple theatrical
possibilities. On the other side of the planet, the iconic 20th century Cirque du
Soleil brought together sport, circus, theatre and music in a brilliantly designed
other-worldliness. Cirque de Soleil’s O, is a surrealist piece, weaving acrobats,
synchronized swimmers, divers and characters performing in, on, and above
water together in a single production. Equally the show, La Rêve, staged at the
Wynn Theatre in Las Vegas, is an intimate aqua theatre-in-the-round, featuring
aerial acrobatics and athleticism in combination with diving and synchronised
swimming. There are also many influential companies in Australia, such as Circa
whose works often combine classical music with aerial movement focusing on
the beauty of the body in movement.
I can relate to this notion of the pure beauty of a body in movement and,
additionally, my work places the body in a dynamic and symbiotic relation
with its environment. In my previous creative works, I have explored various
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landscapes including oceans, fresh lakes, mountain walls, abandoned factories
and public parks. Leaving the safety of the earth, falling and jumping through the
vertical plane to create unique experiences with natural and industrial materials
and audience participation are the kinds of performative elements that interest
me and from which I take inspiration.
These experiences have been instrumental for my research-driven practice
and performance events. By creating performance events, in and outside the
theatre, I continue to question theatre’s ability to keep us ethically and politically
alert. Can theatre help us to refigure understandings of our ecologically
threatened world? Can performance be a provocation for environmental
action?
This research into the impact of gravity, and the translation of memories of
engagement into movements performed in a removed theatrical space form
the substance of the latter parts of this exegesis.

Centre of Gravity:
Methods in Practice
Practice-led research
Being ‘immersed’ in research allows me to think into, through and for my
practice, which is central to any conceptualisation of practice-led research
methodology (Frayling, 1993). Into can be seen as research into theoretical or
historical perspectives, through as the development of materials or skill sets or the
communication of the results developed in practical experimentation, and last but
not least for the practice where the final product is the creation of work and “where
the thinking is, so to speak, embodied in the artifact“ (p. 5). Brad Haseman (2009)
suggests that performative research is a methodology that is not merely ‘thinking’
a way through or out of a problem, but rather ‘practising’ towards a solution. My
performance work is personally situated, interdisciplinary, and reliant on emergent
approaches surfacing in the process of research. All the performances I have
conceived and presented have the body in its gravitational context at the centre; I
‘yield, balance, resist or fall’ through different states of gravity. As Estelle Barrett states,
“our explorations of artistic research demonstrate that knowledge is derived from
doing and from the senses” (2010, p. 1). The normal everyday embodied sense of
being on the ground provides the baseline for developing a sense of heightened selforientation found in immersed or suspended states.
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The complexity of expressive experience presents an opportunity to involve
creative processes, along with more conventional methodologies in a research
journey. Haseman further advocates that practice-led research encompasses
material forms of practice, which are “expressed in non-numeric data […] in
forms of symbolic data other than words in discursive text” (2009, p. 150). I am
aware that just as the landscape of creative research is highly variable and
emergent so is the terminology used to articulate it. The terms, ‘practice-led
research’, ‘practice as research’ and ‘practice-based research’, for instance,
are frequently used interchangeably. Regardless of ensuing debates, this kind of
research concerns knowledge acquired both through and as performance and
its practices, suggesting a strongly intertwined relationship between theory and
practice. For consistency in the present discussion, I will use the term ‘performance
as research’ or ‘practice-led research’ to encapsulate the main thrust of my
research methodology which involves multiple methods and brings together
diverse elements of my creative and conceptual practice. John Freeman’s
observation (2010) positions this idea as a unique and individual approach:
The knowing-being interface is at the heart of performance research [and] the individual, not to say unique manner of the research, will often lead to the creation and
utilisation of methodologies that are hybrid in the extreme. (p. 197)

Anna Pakes (2003) also supports the increasing necessity within this type of
research to evolve its own methodology, terms, and conditions specific to ‘a’
or ‘the’ body of research. The practice itself embodies and develops a form of
knowledge, guiding the research trajectory into even more individualistic and
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idiosyncratic twists and turns.
My research process is tailored to respond to the practice, continually re-orientating
itself to delve deeper into questions and existing literature and practices to
grapple with the entanglement of body and words in the research and creation of
performance work. The artist, the role of artistic practice and influential philosophies
evolve as interconnected, each dynamically informing the other. Barbara Bolt
argues that while:
The artwork is imminently articulate and eloquent in its own right, tacit knowing and
the generative potential of process have the potential to reveal new insights: both
those insights that inform and find a form in artworks and those that can be articulated
in words. (2010, p. 31)

She suggests that the exegesis need not only work as context or explanation but
can play a “critical and complementary role in revealing the work of art” (Bolt,
2010, p. 31). Bolt contends that documentation, including notes and photography,
is necessarily integrated in the exegesis to mark the process as well as the aesthetic
outcome, in order to contextualise this work against existing literature and practices
and grapple with the entanglement of body and words in research and creation.
A reflective approach is more than just “an explanation or contextualisation of
the practice” (Bolt, 2010, p. 33). With every shift in experience – whether it was
something I read, someone I spoke to or an experience I had – the research took
me somewhere else and, the more I moved, the more feedback I received about
my relationship to the world.
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For clarity purposes, each individual section of the exegesis (like diving, climbing,
conceptual thoughts) is treated separately, whereas in actuality all aspects of the
process were in constant dialogue with each other. My practice ranges across
extreme sports, physical theatre and Tanztheater, so that boundaries between
style and form tend to be blurred or at least intertwined. Significant artists and their
technical methods and philosophies are all pertinent as ideas and experiences
inter-develop. Through the coming together of all the influences and challenges
of the different environments, embodied ‘thinking’ continued to grow throughout
the research journey. The work, therein, is impregnated with the fluctuating forces
of gravity. The baseline was an everyday embodied sense of being-on-the-ground
and a sense of heightened self-orientation found in immersed or suspended states.
As such, the concepts of up and down, and my relationship to the ground, have
become more fluid to me through experiences of immersion and suspension,
which is difficult to translate or convey, although I have tried to unpack this in the
exegetical writing through “looking outwards to the established field of research,
exemplars and theories, and inwards to the methodologies, processes and
outcomes of the practice” (Hamilton, 2011, p. 1). Again, some aspects of this quest
are not entirely translatable into words and, as such, the performative work and
the exegetical writing are seen as an integrated whole which cannot be extricated
from each other at the culmination of the research. In the end, factual knowledge
can only be gained by doing, “and thus a dissemination of that knowledge can be
at best only be partially undertaken in words” (Nelson, 2010, p. 118).
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Methodological Elements
Overview
As stated above, in my practice, all disciplinary modes and methods inform each
other in an outwards spiraling of embodied knowledge. This can be seen as a
form of bricolage, a term referring to “approaches to research that use multiple
methodologies. These consist of a pieced together, close-knit set of practices
providing solutions to a problem in a concrete situation” (Steward, 2010, p. 127).
Depending on the context and the questions asked, this allows the researcher to
move between “competing and overlapping perspectives and paradigms”(p.127).
In the end, they all inform each other mutually, but for clarity purposes they will be
stated in an order.
1) I explored diving and rock-climbing and then later, aerial silk work, for their
capacity to inform kinaesthetic awareness in relation to gravity. Regular intense
training and experimentation were conducted in the respective environments. I
explored gravity’s effects and impressions on myself with particular attention given
to how these encounters impacted mentally, emotionally and physically on my
experience. As a performer, I needed to develop kinesiological understanding of
the movement capabilities gained in the different environments before I could
translate these experiences into an external poetic form. The body’s responsiveness
as a physical mechanism must be mastered through training and awareness. Thus
embodied knowledge of the task at hand and adaptations to the particularities
of the circumstances need to be accomplished before it is possible to create
any poetic transference. In my case, this involved acquisition of the free diving
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technique and aerial and vertical dance technique in the natural and built
environment to which I refer to as ‘laboratories’(see p. 2).
2) On the one hand, these embodied experiences of training were informed by and
expanded through scientific knowledge (physics and human anatomy), foremost in
relation to the management of gravity in different environments. On the other hand,
research focused on training concepts in dance, acting and diving, and extended
into the work of other performance companies – such as Project Bandaloop. I
specifically focused on work that involves an aerial or underwater component or
purposefully engages with ‘gravity’ in creative and expressive ways.
3) I conducted conversational interviews with selected practitioners, whose work
engages with practices or expressions of ‘gravity’. Their responses were used as
provocations for the creative phases of the research and the data selected for use
was directly related to my needs as a performer (for example, poetic images by the
experts were kinaesthetically translated by the dancers in the rehearsal stages of
Blau, and mental and emotional states I had not experienced before were explored
in my underwater or aerial laboratories). These minor experiments enabled me to
refine my tentative statements about the shared nature of responses to embodied
relationships within the selected environments, as well as further reveal poetic
descriptions and explanations pertinent to human consciousness of gravity.
4) An experience-centered, phenomenological expression of the practice and my
experiments were then channelled through the reflective processes of performancemaking into a series of public performances. The performative component
specifically sought for translations of the findings derived from the states of
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submersion and suspension into different forms. Six short films and several theatre/
dance productions (Blau, Sea in Me, Wall dance) or elements of productions (How
Close Do You Want Me?, Public Space) and one solo production (Sea Inside) were
developed to explore the ‘poetics’ of ‘gravity’.
Natural laboratories
Research into gravity alerted me to the embodied knowledge that the lived body
is part and parcel of its immediate lived world. Our bodies shape our possibilities
and, thus, a dimension of identity is shaped by physical discipline, which like the
mind, emanates habits and develops new perceptions. This viewpoint follows Tim
Ingold’s (2000) primary claim that “the self exists in its ongoing engagement with
the environment; it’s open to the world, not closed in” (p. 100). Furthermore, in
Merleau-Ponty’s terms, “having a body is, for a living creature, to be intervolved in
a definite environment, to identify oneself with certain projects and be continually
committed to them’’ (1962, p. 82). This proposal “rejects the binary opposition
of body and mind as an entirely inappropriate concept to describe human
existence” (Fischer–Lichte, 2008, p. 173).
My practice interrogated the experiences of underwater and suspended
activities. These literal training grounds were my ‘laboratories’ for research, not
only to investigate physical experiences, but also as departure points for artistic
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expression. Thus, training and the skills developed and
encounters experienced, meet the practice of creative
research. Poetic translations of embodied experiences
and perceptions of interconnectedness between my livedbody and the body-of-the-world become the inspiration
for works like How close do you want me? and Sea Inside.
I include details about the rigorous training I went
through to experience the submersion and suspension
in the appendix (from p. 326). This information includes,
for example, my training plan, my dive dairy, my expert
interviews, my aerial diary, training lists and so forth. I paid
attention to the progress I made, the changes my body
and mind underwent and the limitations, both physical and
psychological, I encountered during the process. Above
all, I listened closely to what gravity had to teach me
about the lived world around and through me. I adjusted
the experiments along the way, taking note of limitations
within my body. However, I do note in detail when I discuss
diving and climbing, the adaptions that emerged in
training situations, like the control of the dive reflex and
subjective realignment of vertical orientation.
The research procedure and knowledge obtained, though
often nonverbal and even subconscious, is literally written
on my body: the way my body moves and perceives
Image 9: ‘dive experiments sequence’. These images indicate
how submersion alters habitual gravitational alignment while I
experiment with somersaults and spirals. Photographer: Alan Bird
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sensations of suspension and submersion, and how I
express this perception, have changed during the course
of the research. Experiencing my body in the extremes of
gravity-bound experience reconfigured my relationship
to gravity’s presence. For example, in discovering that
certain physical reactions can be interpreted differently
underwater than on land, I was able to adjust the body’s
perceptions and, with that, increase my breath hold time
from initially 30 seconds to 3 minutes. Similarly, I found that
moving confidently in the aerial realm requires the body
to develop a sense of inner verticality and altered postural
perceptions. Details about these developments appear in
the sections: underneath p. 108, above p.129 and in the
appendix 4.
Throughout my research, I was actively engaged in
pursuing my practice which includes training and
performance, shaping a physical memory of gravity on the
body as an embodied knowledge, which pulls into focus
the following quotation by Mirella Schino:
Research depends not on performing a large number of
experiments but on giving oneself enough time for specific experiments that seek something precise, and which
are organically separate from those performed merely to
experiment. (2009, p. 29)

Image 10: ‘aerial practice’ In suspension gravity causes weight to fall
downwards. Photographer: Russya Connor
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Different training methods can impact and shape styles of embodiment: “physical
education, broadly understood, may take hold of peoples’ bodies and transform
how they are inhabited” (Downey, 2005, p. 30). I was very concerned with, and
interested in, the reflexive relationship to my training, the impact of the training
on my interconnection to gravity and the world around me and how this might,
in turn, manifest artistically. Through the research journey my body changed, and
thus the approach, how I created or even what I was able to create changed as
well. This was especially predominant in the underwater work, as the physiological
changes in the body had a strong mental and emotional impact.
The various preliminary experiments in this research involved detecting sensations
derived from interactions with gravity and the subsequent shifts that need to be
made by the body in those altered environments. These interactions and shifts
opened up new movement possibilities and provoked unexpected emotional
responses, which, in turn, triggered a desire to find a creative outlet for these
experiences, sensations and emotions. Taking the habitual experience of
gravity into unusual terrains made psychological and physical impressions and
eventuated in experimenting with movement in different planes, providing a
heightened awareness of the principles of inner verticality, yielding to gravity, and
orientation in a space without what might be called a grounding surface.
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This inquiry is led by the experience of the performer/researcher, specifically
exposing the body to different gravitational environments and the attempt to
translate this subjective experience in theatrical language (which I see as artistic
consequences to be derived from such encounters). Again I lean towards MerleauPonty’s (2002) understanding of the ‘I’ in the world as a crossover between subject
and object, immanence and transcendence, continually revealing itself to
perception through time and space. The possibilities of our actions, of our ‘being’
in particular ways, and of our discovery or making meaning, unfold like horizons
around us:
A sense of self is developed within an inner world of shared intersubjectivity, and will
always be adaptive in order to retain that selfsense within a developing world, and to
retain the ability to measure self against the response of the world. This knowledge of
the world arises (first) through non-linguistic, nonpropositional movement: an animate
interaction with the world that provides a form of cognition about ourselves and the
world. (Hope, 2011, p. 7)

I share Hope’s notion of interaction with the world, as a fundamental shaping of a
personal sense of identity. Especially in my research into gravity, this shared intersubjectivity was inescapable. How, gravitational force interacts with the mass of
water means that my identity emerges, to a degree, differently underwater and
this realisation developed my understanding of the fluid nature of the self and its
enduring and embodied relationship with the environment/s.
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Modelbuch
Much of my initial practice and
explorations were videoed or
documented by photography. This
documentation started to form a kind of
visual ‘notebook’. I include in the exegesis
and appendices extracts from my
documentation of the process, taking for
a model Bertholt Brecht’s Modelbuch in
which he uses the play, stage directions,
instructions, photographs, commentary
and discussion to emulate an effective
multi-faceted approach to performance
making and writing. What and when
I documented particular moments
related to the practical work and to the
possibilities that were available at that
time. Documentation was not made
with future end-users in mind, but for
my individual needs. Particular points of
development were jotted down to keep
a trace, however no attempt was made
to document everything. The content
of any public documentation remains
the decision of the researcher, so many
hours of video material and photos were
Image 11: ‘pool session’ notes for underwater
experiments
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excluded, as superfluous to the resources beneficial for the reader. My version of
the Modelbuch was effective in its multi-faceted approach and the combination
of personal notes, text, media, and images helped me to verbalise and highlight
moments from the lived experience in the exegetical writing (see following pages
for some examples out of my Modelbuch).

Image 12: (this page) notes of analysis of sensation arising out of my experiments
Image 13: (next page) example: choreographic scribble for Sea in Me
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Image 14: notes for Sea Inside - Studio time
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Interviews
My Modelbuch includes the interviews with nine experts in their respective fields:
two aerial artists, a vertical choreographer, a diving choreographer, a champion
climber, a deep-sea diver and a champion free-diver, a marine biologist and a
dive teacher/photographer. As noted above, these interviews (conversations)
were conducted in the early stages of my journey.
My main interview questions centred on what I refer to as the poetics of gravity;
the interviewees’ perceptions and experiences of gravity; how gravity had
affected their bodies and their mind-sets, and whether relationships with gravity
had any impact on their lives beyond their choice of specialised activity. A point
of view shared between the experts pointed towards the ‘flow’ principle. Their
descriptions of the experience of gravity provided a guideline for my research
and validated my own experience of gravity in the extremes of underwater and
aerial suspension (see appendix for interviews, pages 347 onwards).
Also I have included in my Modelbuch limited audience responses acquired
through the Blue Room management, although audience response was not an
objective of the study nor was the survey of the audience a data collection tool.
I added this information merely as an opportunity to reflect on 1) the diversity of
opinions expressed and 2) evidence of the difficulty with which to capture the
experiences of submersion and suspension in natural environments in a black box
theatre. I do have a concern as a performance maker for the audience but that
concern does not extend to become a topic of this research.
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Process and practice
From its beginnings in liquid environments, my research and performance work
has been involved in a process which, in the words of Richard Schechner, “is a
conversation between spontaneity and discipline” (2000, p. 132). This process
encompasses a method of data collection, which is mainly centred on personal
research into physicality and an anatomy of gravitational experience based on
a phenomenological approach. This personalised and physicalized approach
appears to be the most appropriate data collection strategy suited to the
objective of the creation of a poetic work for the theatre about the inclusive and
ever-present nature of gravity.
My history, my practice as a performance maker and my love affair with
the natural world are entirely wrapped up in an understanding of multiple
manifestations of knowledge. So the resultant portfolio of works along with the
critical engagement through the exegesis attempts to tease out a glimpse of the
complex human relationship to gravity. As can be seen in the images 15 and 16,
my overall structure was quite fluid across its relative equal parts. I researched and
trained in the different disciplines in their respective environments, and immersed
myself in theoretical material about altered gravitational environments (Image
15).The different stages of research are all part of a continuum of creation. The
artwork, therein, is impregnated with the fluctuating forces of gravity (Image 16).
Image 15: (next page) avarage monthly schedule: Keeping track of how each week
developed.
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Mud map of the first 15 months of the reserach
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Besides the regular structure of
weekly training session in each discipline,
aerials, climbing and diving (see page above)
I had some extra intense periods of exploration:
7 days climbing in Tasmania in March 2011
3 weeks of residency and training with Project
Bandaloop In California in July 2011
Completion of Stage A free diver course
25-27 March 2011
First performance project
BLAU
for Link Dance Company
20-21.November 2011
Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts,
Perth

Image 16: mudmap
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The location of the art is the gap between possibility and actuality/materiality or
what Freeman (2010) alerts us to as “the absence of fixity” (p. 195). There was a
commitment to let the form organically emerge from the material and following
this form wherever it might have led (see next pages for timelines: Images
17,18,19). My goal resonates with theatre director, Falk Richter’s statement about
praxis: “When we lock ourselves into the rehearsal space, we really create the
play as we go. When we start, we cannot say exactly what the outcome will be”
(Richter, 2011). I focused on process, through participating concretely in the here
and now in a state of being; surrendering to the work and seeking the impulses.
Again like Schechner’s “conversation between spontaneity and discipline” (2000,
p.132), I place value on subjective experience and consider creating work outside
the traditional boundaries of particular artistic genres. This also links back to Pina
Bausch’s principles according to Cilimenhaga:
Bausch’s developmental process works as an exploratory journey, shifting the focus
from the experimental theatre (theatre that grows from a process of experimentation, testing different hypotheses on stage) to a model of exploitation and discovery
(performances that delves into a world and works to uncover hidden forms and
expression). (2013, p. 60)

As a theatre maker, I deal with events and situations that strike me as revealing in
some way and therein provide resources for a process of creative development.
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This research aims to make a cross disciplinary contribution to the fields of
extreme sports, the environmental movement, and dance and performance.
The implications of this approach for the disciplines of climbing and diving not
only inform a performer’s relationship to gravity, but also the performer’s debt
to the environment. I want to acknowledge the contributions made by the
field of theorists and practitioners such as Richard Schechner, Baz Kershaw, Una
Chaudhuri and Teresa May negotiating the tension between performance
modalities and the natural world.
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The practical section of an average week
- 2 x aerials training at circus school
- 1-2 x diving during the summer in the ocean
- 1x pool training for freediving all year round
- 1x climbing or vertical dance training in a gym

Conference Presentation
“Immersions”
The Twelfth Humanities Graduate Research Conference
20-21 October 2011 Curtin University, Perth
“Active immersion: Gravitating towards embodied
knowledge”
Embodied Knowledges: Interdisciplinary symposium
Education & Communications (CREATEC)
19-21 October 2011 Edith Cowan University, Perth
“Gravity and the self”
Australian and New Zealand Arts Therapy Association
ANZATA Rivers to recovery: creative responses to Trauma
11-13 Nov. 2011 Brisbane, Australia

Image 17: timeline 2011
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Performance
how close do you want me?
Proximity Festival ( Spirit of the Fringe Award)
Jan/Feb 2012, Perth
Conference Presentation
“SUSPENDED: a space that shifts the senses”
Australian Water association, Resources and Chemistry Precinct,
21 Februar 2012 Curtin University, Perth

May:
second climbing exploration - in search
for a cliff wall down south

Performance
Sea In Me
Western Australian Middle Eastern Dance Festival
6 June 2012, Subiaco Arts Center, Perth
August
Free-dive research in Tonga

Conference Presentation
“Vertical Moments- an exploration of suspension in performing arts”
(ADSA) 3-6.July 2012 QUT

Video Installation
suspended
Sculptures on the Street
Fremantle Art Festival
28.October-11.November 2012, Fibonacci Arts Centre, Fremantle

Image 18: timeline for 2012

Image 19 (next page): ‘projects 2013’
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Performances
Public Space Concept: Little y Theatre Company and theMOXYcollective as part of
Summer Nights 19 - 23 February 2013, Perth
SEA INSIDE performed at The Blue Room Theatre 11 - 29 June 2013, Perth

Conference Publications
“Performance experiments from environments to stage: Translating, interpreting,
transposing” ADSA, 9-12 July 2013, Flinders University, Adelaide
“Working performative within nature: immersion and suspension of gravitational
demands” FIRT/IFTR, International Federation for Theatre Research 22- 26 July 2013
Barcelona, Spain

Films
floating,white lady, dreams; SILENTLY - SHORT UNDERWATER MOVIE FESTIVAL,
Dom Omladine Beograd, 11-13 October 2013 Belgrade, Serbia.
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PART ONE
Gravity

“Gravitation cannot be held responsible for people falling in love” – Albert Einstein
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One on one with gravity
Gravity is elusive and, at the same time, undoubtedly pertains to all forms of
movement. We perceive and experience gravity through our senses, in particular
through our kinaesthetic intelligence. In addition to discussing these notions in this
section, I will also include a short survey of the principles and concepts different
theatre practitioners have used in relation to movement training with attention
given to practices which incorporate, directly or indirectly, gravity as an element
of their performance training or creation.
Gravity is an elemental factor for all organic and inorganic material in this
universe. Historically, the anecdote of an apple hitting Isaac Newton (1642–1727)
on the head provoked his study of the forces between the two objects, the apple
and his head. Gravity, he concluded, is the force of attraction between any two
objects in the universe, depending on the mass of the object and the distance
between them.
If it was not for the earth’s gravity, we would float into space and, equally, with
earth’s gravity our mostly ‘standing’ posture on the earth resists the downward
pull with an equal force to prevent us from falling towards the centre, sinking
through the earth’s surface. We are actually falling towards earth at a rate of
9.8metres/second (UXL Encyclopaedia of Science, 2002). Our being is thus deeply
connected to gravity. Albert Einstein (1879–1955) proposed an entirely new way of
thinking about gravity, stating that a mass literally distorts the shape of the ‘space’
surrounding it, calling it a general theory of relativity (cited in Litka, 2002, para. 3).
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For my work, which is not an evaluation of gravity as it relates to physics but rather
an exploration of gravity through performative research, Newton’s familiar law of
gravitation, as the agent that gives weight to objects with mass and causes them
to fall to the ground when dropped, is a sufficient departure point:
Gravity is the constant and unyielding force in which we evolved; it unfailingly
arouses our primal brain; it lets us reliably slip in and out of our protective frame
without the vagaries of a human opponent; and it unequivocally focuses all
our intention on the here and now. In short, we pull against gravity knowing the
consequences and knowing it will always pull back with its timeless, unchanging
power of arousal. (Soden, 2005, p. 272)

Most humans with accumulated life experience have developed a functional
understanding of how gravity affects the body and exerts its force on everything
(Franklin, 2004). Awareness and conscious use of gravity can function as anchors
for the exploration of gravity’s impact in a creative practice. This can arguably
lead to further perceptions about environments and surroundings which, in turn,
can enrich artistic practice.
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Posture
Humans need to exert constant and evenly applied energy to combat the forces
of gravity acting upon the body. Consequently, a considerable portion of human
structure and control is reserved to deal with the nature of gravity: as the body has
weight, skeletons are needed for rigidity and leverage, muscles are needed for
sustained motion, a strong circulatory system is needed to pump blood against
gravity, and postural or antigravity muscles expend much of our daily metabolic
output to balance gravitational thrust: “In order to stand, there’s a constant
background noise, a small dance in the body’s effort to remain vertical”
(Goldman, 2004, p. 45).
The neurological systems in humans (and other vertebrates) perceive the
direction of gravity and remain in postural control through the following receptors:
Proprioceptive receptors detect and respond to motion, the pressure on the skin
of the weight and mass of the body and otolith receptors located in the inner
ear measure linear accelerations and orientations. Additionally, vision conveys
information on the subjects velocity in relation to surrounding objects; and, last
but not least, a detection system for angular accelerations (angular velocity and
rotation) is located in the inner ear (Dubois, 1994, p. 58; Blakemore & Jennett,
2001).
All of these receptors act as sources of information and give the body/mind a
representation of where the body parts are at all times even though individuals
rarely have a vivid sense of the location of their body parts at any particular
time. “In everyday life, even the dancer who is highly trained in bodily awareness
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overlooks the constant movements required to stand against the force of gravity”
(Goldman, 2004, p. 46). The vestibular, visual and proprioceptive reference systems
must be coherent and integrated (Lawson, 2010). Proper balance, sensing the
space around oneself and discerning the physical position and actions relative
to the field of gravity allow for moving efficiently in and through space. The stage
movement expert, Keith Bain states, that it is this equilibrium “between yielding to
gravity and resisting it that gives two precious aspects of ownership – of oneself
and of the ground” and allows one to move more harmoniously and with less
tension. He raises an important point, that:
Sadly the laws of gravity might just as well not exist for the majority of people. More
of us seem to be at war with gravity, sagging under its influence or fighting against it.
(cited in Bain & Campbell, 2010, p. 174)

Individuals tend to grow so accustomed to gravity’s presence that awareness
about its exertions fades or becomes part of the individual’s tacit knowledge. In
everyday life one is seldom aware of the constant movements required to stand
against the force of gravity. Therefore, the perception of the intensity of gravity
depends on the degree of energy needed to achieve this balancing act.
Weight
Gravity by itself does not cause a sensation of weight; instead, humans
experience their own body weight via the push of the ground acting upwards
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resulting in compression and tension of the body’s tissues which give the sensation of
weight (Litka, 2002). This weight is particularly noticeable in acceleration or resistance.
Although we are constantly ‘surrounded’ by gravitation, it is conceptually as difficult
to understand as time. Time is an intractable concept because it is so intangible.
Without man-made devices like clocks and sun-dials, there would be no agreement
on how much time has passed. The same is true when we speak about ‘weight’.
Without scales there would be no objective measurement: one person’s estimate of
weight and perception can radically differ from another’s in terms of what might be
a heavy object and
what might be a light object. It becomes even more subjective when we refer to our
own weight when personal perception regarding body weight can be perceived as
too much or too little depending on what criteria might be used in the judgement.
Proprioception
Performing artists use physical and emotional expressivities as tools. The active,
adjustable ingredients in the relationship with gravity are the senses, especially
proprioception. Proprioception comes from the Latin word “proprius”, meaning
‘one’s own’ and perception (The American Heritage Medical Dictionary, 2008).
Proprioception is the neuro-scientific term for the reception of internal stimuli, referring
to the sensory information that one has about the relative position of neighbouring
parts of the body (joints, tendons, muscles) and related muscular tension.
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Proprioceptive sensation relies on so-called proprioceptors, sensory nerve
endings (receptors) in muscles, tendons and joints that provide a sense of the
body’s position by responding to stimuli from within the body. In combination
with vestibular receptors, responsible for signalling changes in velocity and
gravitational acceleration, and all the information from visual, auditory and
tactile receptors, we get a clear picture of where we are at a particular moment,
although not necessarily at a conscious level:
Sensory information from certain proprioceptors, particularly those in muscles and
tendons, need not reach consciousness, but can be used by the motor system
as feedback to guide postural adjustments and control of well-practised or
semiautomatic movements such as those involved in walking. (Leutert, 1990, p. 40)

Proprioception is an inner sense enabling the central nervous system to
communicate and coordinate parts of the body with each other. In contrast,
kinaesthesia is an external sense (a sensory awareness of an individual’s location
and the movement in space and time), coming from the Greek words “kinesis”,
motion, and “aisthesis” feeling (American Heritage Medical Dictionary, 2008). The
kinaesthetic sense is sometimes differentiated from proprioception by excluding
the sense of equilibrium or balance from kinaesthesia. In performance, usually
both or even more senses work together. Any complex physical activity, such as
dance, juggling and acrobatics, requires the body to reflexively know when and
how to coordinate and move the limbs to perform the task (proprioception) and
simultaneously know where the body is in relation to other people and the stage
(kinaesthetic awareness).

87

Balancing the World
Proper balance, sensing the space around oneself and discerning the physical
position and actions relative to the field of gravity allow us to move efficiently in
and through space. Balance and the coordination of the senses are crucial for an
individual’s well-being. Impaired balance affects the subjective experience of the
world and participation in everyday activities (Lawson, 2010). In the worst case,
balance dysfunction transforms the world into an intimidating place through
feelings of incompetence and anxiety. Studies (Bart, Bar-Haim & Weizman,
2008) into the co-morbidity of balance dysfunction and anxiety reveal reduced
balance control in persons with primary anxiety disorders, conﬁrming the
association between balance dysfunction, anxiety and low self-esteem. Even
if not pathological, the gravity experience can be a proprioceptive mismatch.
In our modern world one often favours one sense exclusively which can lead
to a sensory overload. For example, working on the computer creates an over
stimulated visual input with moving images received in a sedentary posture.
The screen only requires limited spatial awareness and the repetitive typing
movements can add to neurological fatigue (Lawson, 2010).
It is also possible to postulate a reverse argument: that good balance and a
positive and efficient relationship with gravity might increase the sense of selfesteem and expressivity. Being able to sustain a sense of balance (even under
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‘swinging’ circumstances, literal or not) provides security and safety. A significant
theme, not developed here because of spatial constraints, is the question as
to what extent proprioceptive awareness contributes to the content of the
phenomenal and marginal structure of consciousness. This issue includes the
extent to which proprioceptive information allows our conscious experience to
be free of attention directed toward the body and changes in the structure of
consciousness and self-consciousness if a loss of proprioception occurs (Gallagher,
2005).

Gravity and its Movement Expression
The body informs how we perceive gravity. Anna Halprin states that it requires
strength to feel lightness because the weight of the body must be nullified in order
to overcome the sense of gravity. In contrast, a person who is able to put their
whole body weight behind a physical movement shows the strength to persist
with intentions against difficult odds (Halprin, 2008). When an individual yields to
gravity to keep herself in equilibrium, that individual can actually use this altered
relationship as a support: “The giving in to and the rebound from gravity is the
source and dictator of all movement” (Friesen, 1975, p. 99). A lightness or ease
in the effort to reach out can be made visible or can be hidden. Deliberately
controlling and modifying effort in relation to gravity can create illusions or evoke
certain images or sensations. This enables an individual to be expressive through
revealing the forces acting on their body, communicating something about
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the nature of the mover in the
performance.
When an individual reaches
upwards or laterally without
sufficient support from the muscular
system, or if the centre of gravity
falls outside the base of support,
that individual will fall over and/or
collapse. A supine body indicates
a submission to the pull of gravity.
Falling relates to succumbing to
outsides forces, but catching oneself
in a fall means regaining control
over the outside force or, at least,
demonstrating a response to it. This
play with, or defiance of, gravity is
not only a physical reality, but also
blends into mental and emotional
qualities. Knowledge of this
relationship enables an individual to
be expressive. In this way, humans
can deliberately control and modify
how they use effort in relation to
gravity to create illusions or evoke
certain images or sensations.

Physical pleasure is a
sensual experience no

different from pure seeing

or the pure sensation with

which a fine fruit fills

the tongue; it is a great

unending experience, which

is given us, a knowing of

the world, the fullness and

the glory of all knowing.

“Letter to a young poet”(Rilke ,2012)
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Certain mental and physical states tend to produce similar qualities in people’s
movement and can be read and understood to a certain degree by others as
the so called ‘body language’. This is one of the key components in being able to
experience theatre, dance or performance.
Bain elaborates on this expressive capacity in relation to mind/body integration,
noting that while inhibition or interference can occur, “the body reacts and
reveals our emotional states and workings of our mind” (cited in Bain and
Campbell, 2010, p. 52). The expression of a suspended sustained energy through a
movement (like a jump in a classical dance) produces a unique visual impression
that evokes a certain response. In many instances, actions executed at high
levels (jumps and leaps) are perceived as escapes from the bonds of gravity and,
such actions are often used to express joy or ethereal transformation (Friesen,
1975). This is quite distinct from the response evoked from a movement that is
unsustained and disjointed (like a collapse or a tumble executed by clowns).
Both require a high level of training and skill to look effortless, yet they give quite
distinct impressions. Interestingly, someone feeling heavy, tired or lifeless may feel
they lack the strength to work against gravity, but it is not gravity pulling harder on
the individual, as the actual weight of the body tends to have little correlation to
various states of feeling (Bain & Campbell, 2010).
It is widely accepted that an emotional state can be reflected through the body
(for example, slumped shoulders, tight jaw, open arms), but it could also be said
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that movement can be a way to observe the mind through the body (Bainbridge
Cohen, 1995; Halprin, 2008; van der Kolk, 1994): “When a particular movement
quality is experienced in a movement ... it triggers an associated conscious thought
process” (Ramsden, 1992, p. 228). The body reflects tension or relaxation, whether
an action is easy or hard to accomplish, and whether an individual is experiencing a
positive feeling or a negative perception.
The physical theatre maker Kari Margolis, who uses the element of gravity in her
training concept, describes “the inner activity of the body” as the continuous
feedback circle between experience, perception, and expression: “behaviour is the
spontaneous expression of experience” (2002, p. 160). If behaviours can stimulate a
new experience, then presumably a new behaviour can follow.

Gravity and language
There is an overlap between the physical experience of gravity acting upon the
body and emotional connections in and through spoken language, which are also
connected to and respond to the body: “Language is a modality of the human
body. It is generated out of movement” (Gallagher, 2005, p.107). I would argue that
most adult humans would have a highly developed functional understanding of
how gravity affects the body, such as the ability to judge heavy objects versus lighter
ones. The qualities exhibited by gravity are encoded in vocabulary (heavy, light) and
through areas of sensory perception (feeling elated or feeling weighed down). Our
verbal language relies on sensations translated from physical experience to mental
perception.
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We must also learn to take gravity and verticality into account in order to
accomplish even the simplest tasks (Filler, 2007; Franklin, 1996; Ingold & Gibson, 1993).
Furthermore, German playwright Heinrich Kleist underscored the essential nature
of gravity in our personal perceptions of inhabiting the world. In his essay Über das
Marionettentheater (Kleist, 1984), he elaborates on the central Schwerpunkt, the
centre of gravity, within the vertical human posture. In Kleist’s view, when we accept
to be moved by this centre of gravity, we move with a gracefulness of natural
impulse. Understanding the vertical continuum leads to themes of standing and
falling which are further explored metaphorically in his works Penthesilea and Der
zerbrochne Krug (The Broken Jug) (Schneider, 2000). Physical variations of standing
and falling become symbolic for the emotional notions of standing up for something,
saying “this is who I am”, getting up again after a down fall, ‘falling’ for somebody
and, even, lying down in surrender.
Embodied experiences of gravity mirror many internal emotions, denoting qualities
and sayings such as ‘carrying our head high’, ‘feeling the weight of the world on our
shoulders’, or simply feeling heavy, crushed, pushed down, light, uplifted or floating.
The stage movement teacher Bain confirms that the weight we experience can
become a symbol for our feelings:
Our weight can lift and lighten with our loves and hopes; it can sink within us, take us
towards the floor and drag us down with boredom and despair: it can launch us into
action of every kind, from violent to most tender; it is shocked backwards into our body
with every moment of surprise; it is that lump of lead in our guts in times of depression
and disappointment and it’s the wings that take us to our flights of ecstasy. (cited in Bain
& Campbell, 2010, p. 253 )
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For the purposes of this study, it is not only significant that an individual senses
weight/gravity as a variable and emotional trait but that such ideas can be
detected in the physical behaviour of others.
The French cultural theorist, Paul Virilio, besides concerns with military and political
decentralisation and speed in capitalist societies, suggests in a conversation with
Laurence Louppe that “walking is a way of falling from one foot onto another,
and in the same way the perspectival vision that we have of the horizon is linked
to the fact that we fall into the horizon” (cited in Louppe, 1994, p. 37). How
we understand high and low “does not exist independently of the feeling of
heaviness, neither for the living body or for the visual cortex; therefore there is
a fall at the origin of the perception of the world” (cited in Louppe,1994, p. 37).
Virilio states that every cognitive rapport is a rapport of falling and is thus a rapport
of weight: “Movement is nothing but a fostered lack of balance, paradoxically
sensed as its opposite” (cited in Louppe, 1994, p. 39).
Even religious and metaphysical symbolism deals with gravity, starting with the
Biblical fall of the angel Lucifer out of Paradise. On the other hand, the French
Philosopher Gaston Bachelard (1988) embraces the notion of aerial sublimation:
It seems as though the flying creature goes beyond the very atmosphere in which he
flies. It seems that there is always an ether to transcend the air, and that an absolute
is the final stage of the consciousness of our freedom. (p. 8)

A different aspect is raised in the work of Antonio Jose Guzman Jaramillo, a
Dutch-Panamanian photographer, poet and audio-visual artist, who aligns the
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issues of migration with gravity. My view corresponds with his proposition that
gravity is an essential factor for all relations which humans have with this planet. He
describes cultural disorientation as a loss of gravitational roots which bears a direct
connection between movement and diaspora. Searching for identity within his own
work, he explores:
This relation that goes back to thousands of years in human history. [...] Some of my
falling series explore this daily life situation and the closeness to gravity. The most
brilliant moment is to see all this basic points of my work as migration gravity and the
decisive moment put together in one palette. (Guzman, 2007, para 3)

The Risky Game of Gravity
We learn as toddlers to maintain balance in the constant uncertainty between
being upright and falling. Moreover, many activities from dance to downhill
skiing consciously use falling into gravity to propel skilled movement. On close
examination, all extreme sports concern a degree of gravity defiance, an issue
which is “not about how gravity affects a ball or a puck, but how it affects people”
(Soden, 2003, p. 224). Popular recreational sports, like skiing, skate-boarding or
paragliding, use this challenge of gravity as their motivational engine. In humans,
the limbic system is acutely attuned to every subtle shift in gravity.
The stimulation to the senses in a gravity-challenging situation is relentless with a
stream of messages keeping the limbic system in a state of arousal often making
it more difficult for thoughts to break through (Soden, 2005). The limbic system is
acutely attuned to every subtle shift in gravity. Soden explains that the fear of
falling is hardwired into our neurology, yet during “gravity play” an individual juggles
with “the constant tension between primitive fear and civilized thought” (2005,

p. 268). This tension between risk and
safety “ties thought and emotion into
a knot, which surprisingly can create
what some describe as a profound
revelation” (Soden, 2005, p. 268). A
technically-informed awareness of risk
differs greatly between those moving
within those parameters and those
who are outsiders. Perhaps one of the
most interesting elements in extreme
experiences of any kind is that there is
a huge variation in individual capacity
to respond to challenges, danger or
threat. Risky or stressful experiences can
result in different outcomes, contributing
to personal growth, inciting temporary
perturbations or producing permanent
and/or deleterious effects. Choice,
the level of control and the ability to
anticipate the consequences influence
how individuals perceive stressors (such
as cold, heat or prolonged exercise).
Renowned exercise researcher,
Lawrence Armstrong (2000), reports that
stressors, when they are not perceived
Image 20: ‘Gravity Play’ pure enjoyment sliding
down on a flying fox after a climb up to
40m at one of my gravity explorations,
photographer: Stefan Otto
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as alarming, are strongly mediated by psychological factors and can even lead
to opposite physiological responses. Amstrong writes that “among such effects
are increased physical stamina and more effective coping styles”( p. 6). It must be
remembered that one person’s stress is another person’s leisure .
Marvin Zuckermann (2007) confirms that a lack of skill and an inability to correlate
difficulty with ability increases risk in a dangerous activity. Factors like fear,
ambition and pressure to succeed will all influence perceptions of the situation.
Non-climbers often view those engaging in the activity as dare-devils or risk-takers,
while climbers often feel safer on a rock face than driving a car, calling for an
acknowledgement of the difference in perceptions of physical self-efficacy.
Animals and humans reduce risk by increasing their skill as a response to different
sets of stimuli: “It’s the matching of skill with difficulty that defines how much risk
there actually is, and statistics show [that climbers] do a good job of making that
judgment” (Soden, 2005, p. 258). This observation will become crucial in later
chapters, where the development of a certain set of skills becomes essential
for the context and theatricality of my performances. Tim Ingold (2000) is also
instructive, as his research explores the notion that skills involve a person’s response
to their environment. He contends that “without a perceptual skill an untrained
person cannot exploit those opportunities” (p. 353). The ability to respond deeply
to and manipulate the environment is critical to the learning of skills: “Progress in
relation to movement efficiency or from clumsiness to dexterity, is brought about
not by a way of internalization of rules and representations, but through the
gradual attunement of movement and perception” (Ingold, 2000, p. 353).
Zuckermann (2007) found in his studies that “animals and humans … seem to
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need sensation … [as] central to a basic dimension of personality and predictive
of a wide variety of life experiences” (p. 261). According to Zuckermann, this
tendency is registered in the so-called orientation reflex which maximises and
clarifies the newest signals flowing in from the senses and activates sharp jumps
in the heart rate. Sensation seekers enjoy a rise in heart rate, and this enjoyment
and partly a genetic disposition indicates that they are better able to process
information fast. As excitement and anxiety result in similar symptoms, again our
experience depends on the interpretation of the arousal: “how our high brain
functions interpret what our limbic system is telling us” (Soden, 2003, p. 269).
Quickened heart-beats, flushes of blood, and spurts of adrenaline, the markers of
excitement (and anxiety) can be manipulated for certain outcomes as illustrated
by Soden: “High sensation seekers know how to use gravity to reach an altered
state of consciousness unknown to low sensation seekers” (2003, p. 273).
In the light of the high sensation-seeking activities as outlined above, I would
argue that heightened sensory arousal is critical to this research, as is a
sensitivity or willingness to recognise and question existing patterns or habitual
impulses. Initially in exploring the research questions, my body’s physiological
responses were challenged because of the unconventional experiences.
These unconventional experiences were common in the training that makes up
part of my practice and also in the physiological adjustments necessary in the
extreme environments chosen for this research. Challenges that prompted the
orientation reflex or lead to an increased heart rate were met with enjoyment
and curiosity. In time, my body attuned to the risk factors through skill and
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awareness which directly led to my capacity to include such skills in performance.
Being in flow during those times of training became a predominant mood of being. A
deeper understanding of gravity increased in dealing with feedback from my body and
changed what I was able to do. The scientific knowledge about gravity and its effects
on the body underwater and in the air also deepened my relationship between sensory
perception and my physical abilities, allowing me to perceive my environment and
myself differently.

Body as Instrument: Theatre Practitioners and Movement Training
There are numerous artists/practitioners across disciplines that recognise gravity as
something that is ever present and often seek to render the effects of gravity visible. This
next section will investigate practitioners who have confronted gravity in some manner,
before discussing in more detail selected artists who are more specifically interested in
submersion and suspension states.
Western forms of actor training still debate the relative efficacy between programmes
which either lean toward internal acting approaches to materialise a character, or
performance-based courses and physical theatre schools which tend to focus on
external acting techniques, using various peripheral stimuli to provoke inner physical or
psychological states.
Modern Western theatre had tended to separate the expressive human instrument into
a mind-orientated function, (the actor), and a body-orientated function (the dancer).
In the mid-20th century, theatre practice and training began to shift emphasis away
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from the internal psychological source of character representation to accepting
and positioning the ‘body as the instrument’ or vehicle of craft (Schino, 2009). The
recognition that the body, and not the spoken word, was particularly suitable for
expressing symbolic and abstract meanings emerged and led explorations in the
theatre around body culture ideas, which encompassed more than conventional
physical expressiveness (Schino, 2009, p.74). Consequently, the body began to be
perceived as a special instrument for self-knowledge (information we learn about
ourselves in and through art or other activities) as well as abstract knowledge
(information about the outside world).
Stanislavsky
Stanislavsky was one of the first practicing theorists in the Western theatre tradition
to articulate a system of training for actors, which entailed creating believable realto-life roles on stage. This system developed into what became known as ‘psychophysical’ acting theory (Stanislavsky, 1949), where the actor is required to analyse
the motivations and emotions of a character, relate them to reactions from their own
life and thus be able to portray the role with psychological realism and emotional
authenticity (Hoffmeier, 1993). Stanislavsky championed emotion and sense memory,
believing that this ‘system’ generated the desired emotion and experience for the
selected character. He coined the term ‘psycho-physical union’, stating that human
experience is psychologically made manifest through physical means, since internal
experiences and their physical expressions are irrevocably linked (cited in Jenisch,
1996).
However as Stanislavsky developed this system, he became more interested in pursuing
ideas that extended the concept of physical action or any move that is calculated
toward achieving a goal, which became known as the Method of Physical Action.
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In contrast to unreliable emotions, actions could be fixed and thus repeatable.
Stanislavsky shifted his belief to one involving the notion of a physical aspect
to thought and a mental aspect to action. In believing that the actor should
always be in control of gesture, I suggest that Stanislavsky (1949) implies control
in relation to gravity, though he may not have perceived the control of gestures
in quite this way. Without first mastering the demands on gravity upon the human
body through, for instance, balance and a readiness for action, there can be
no conscious awareness about the use of ‘weight’ to convey meaning. Being
exposed to gravity can help a performer (or any human) understand how
emotions, imagination and memories affect the body and, following in a looped
action, how physical states affect mental processes. Stanislavsky elaborated upon
this interdependence, noting that often the magic option the body has to offer
are overlooked by many people:
People generally do not know how to make use of the physical apparatus with
which nature has endowed us. They neither know how to develop the apparatus,
nor to keep it in order. Flabby muscles, poor posture, sagging chests, these things we
see around us continually. They show insufficient training and inept use of this physical instrument. (1949, p. 37)

From my perspective, gravity not only assists posture and flabbiness but also
reaches beyond the physical matter of efficiency. Offering a ‘technology’ for
self-transformation, gravity makes the world feel different, therein touching on
emotional responses. Stanislavsky identifies the importance and possibilities for
gravitational play as such:
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The reason is that acrobatics aid in developing the quality of decisiveness. It would be disastrous for an acrobat to go off wool gathering just before he performs a salto mortale or
other neck-risking stunt! In such moments there is no room for indecision; he must, without
stopping to reflect, give himself into the hands of chance and its skills. He must jump, come
what may. This is exactly what an actor must do when he comes up to the culminating
point of his part…. He must act. (1949, p. 39)

He continues to advise actors on the skill of readiness for action:
…when you have developed will-power in your bodily movements and actions, it will be
easier for you to carry it over into living your role and you will learn, how, without thinking,
to surrender yourself instantly and utterly into the power of intuition and inspiration. There
are difficult places of this sort in every part, so let acrobatics, to the extent that they can
do so, help you over them. (p.40)

In other words, as I have stated before, and will elaborate more in the dance section,
Stanislavsky acknowledges in his own terms that gravity must be mastered physically
before play with its expressive possibilities can begin.
Meyerhold
Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874-1940) was a student of Stanislavsky yet developed
a philosophy and training system that was entirely different from the master’s.
Biomechanics was based upon the premise that the actor is “at one and the same
time the material and the organizer of the material” (Jenisch, 1996, p.16). Through
a careful study of muscular coordination and systems of layering movement, the
performer uncovers the complex workings of their own machine, the body, “a way of
accessing and regenerating the actor’s original natural impulse, through working from
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their centre of gravity” (Räuker, 2010, p. 152). In Biomechanics, this includes otkas, a
Russian term meaning the “preparation phase of each movement” and a kind of
location for the “centre of gravity in each stage-movement” (Räuker, 2010, p.152).
Grotowski
Jerzy Grotowski extended and challenged Stanislavsky’s notions even further
and established his own version of actor education. His aim was to maximise a
performer’s potential to achieve a boundless expressivity and to feel and react
to an impulse without falling into clichés or stereotypes, all based on a high level
of physical training (1999). This training aimed not only to prepare actors for the
physical demands of his productions but to address their own emotional limitations.
For Grotowski, the actor’s role is to find what hinders his/her expressive capacities
and eliminate those impediments in order to achieve a state of freedom: “I want
to take away, steal from the actor all that disturbs him. That which is creative will
remain in him” (Grotowski, 1999, p. 209). Grotowski’s methods reach far beyond
solely training the body and aims to affect personality, leading to a total selfdisclosure and opening of what he believed to be an actor’s innermost being.
Grotowski based parts of his training on yoga (in which the efficient use of the
gravitational force is paramount in achieving equilibrium in each posture) and
circus skills, and thus can be considered to use awareness of gravity as one of his
tools. Often physically demanding, athletic or even acrobatic, the training/practice
did not aim for physical perfectionism but can be seen as “a process of research
leading to the annihilation of one´s body´s resistances” (Grotowski, 1975, p. 114).
There is something to be accomplished and it’s beyond you. Don’t prevent yourself
from doing it … the corporal exercises are the groundwork for a kind of challenge to
surpass ourselves … here begins the discovery of trust in your own self. (p.201)
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For Grotowski ‘having a body’ cannot be separated from ‘being a body’, which
parallels Merleau Ponty’s (1962) philosophy of the lived–body, as the body is always
connected to the world through its flesh. Any understanding on the world must occur
through the body, and is as such is embodied. For me, this idea also connects with
Bolt’s (2010) argument of handling the material with which I work as performer. My
body, my perception and experience of the body opens to embrace relationships
with the surrounding world.
Margolis
New York-based director Kari Margolis’ practice philosophy is strongly grounded in the
laws of physics as fundamental building blocks of all communication. Margolis points
out that the laws of physics are universal and tangible rather than idiosyncratic and
that they intrinsically connect every human action and thought. She argues that, in
embodying the laws of physics, a performer develops a more sensitive instrument with
which to communicate emotions and psychological states (Margolis, 2002, p. 174).
Arguably, it is the expression of gravity that imbues the actor with a sense of life. As
gravity is always flowing though the body, even a character at rest is ‘active’. Just
the act of standing still requires the actor to express energy in at least two directions:
a downward force expressing the gravitational pull and an upward force expressing
the character’s will to remain standing. Void of will, the actor would fall to the ground
(Margolis, 2002, p. 178). In Margolis’ view, physics and gravity dictate the idea that
the vertical posture is the most neutral and, whenever the performer is off-neutral,
something has been affected, implying that a change has occurred. This idea of
‘occurred change’ is pertinent to my research.
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Dancing with Gravity
Dancers and choreographers rely on the possibility of inter-subjectivity between
body movements, the Earth and gravity as a tool for conveying meaning and
innovation in their work. Historically over the last century, dance seems to have
been more concerned with the relationship to gravity than theatre, both in training
and in performance. Extravagant or non-naturalistic movement patterns present
challenges to posture and alignment. Balance control is fundamental as every
displacement of a body part creates subsequent intricate responses of complex
movements. Dancers need to become familiar with gravity in order to use it, for
example, as a support for elevation. They learn to make use of opposing physical
forces to move freely, take possession of the space and of emotional situations.
Especially in classical ballet, dance stimulates the conquest of aerial space against
gravity, creating the illusion of lightness and evoking sensations of joy and elation.
Women have been transformed into ethereal and weightless beings, “when
verticality was held as emblematic of divine grace” (Phillips, 2006, p. 4) raising
ballerinas on the tips of their toes, being supported in lifts, or even supported by
flying harnesses, all the while keeping the central axis within the body as the main
focus point. Maggi Phillips suggests that to maintain a stable partnership with
gravity dancers know that “within laws of predictability, the submission to gravity
is fundamentally a skill of arrival or accomplishment” (2006, p. 3). Gravity, for a
dancer, is something to be harnessed. Doris Humphrey observed that:
All form is echo in us of the awareness of gravity and that unconscious participation
in the constant falling and recovering of all moving objects is the basis of a universal
language of feeling. (cited in Franklin, 2004, p. 10)
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Modern dance initiated a discourse with gravity producing endless variations, from
Humphrey’s (Water Study, 1928) framing of physical behaviour in philosophical (and
often poetic) terms, to the light-hearted artistic creations in Fred Astaire’s gravity
defying dance on the ceiling in Royal Wedding (1951) and to the dancing on the
roofs of London in Mary Poppins (1964). The laboratory-like experimentation found
in Steve Paxton’s scientific-like experiments in developing contact improvisation
(1975) or Trisha Brown’s (1971) investigations into the spatial possibilities of
movement, are all related to the concept of gravity. Corolann Scott (1994)
expresses how gravity impacts and affects meaning in dance:
Semantical implications and metaphorical connotations in dance can be traced
to uses of gravity in different modes, in other words, to manipulations of a force that
humans spend their lives interacting with and trying to defy. (p. 103)

Doris Humphrey
A fundamental concept of modern dance training in the 20th century deals
with the strategies of landing, falling and transferring weight through the body
which relates to my research in the kinaesthetic responses a performer needs to
develop to play with gravity. Humphrey (1932) recognised that the giving into
and the rebound from gravity organises the rhythm that determines the mood of
a dance. She believed this to be most important for dancers and that it provides
the two most important principles in dance, fall and recovery. Humphrey sees a
clear connection between gravity, the human experience of it and its linguistic
expression, framing physical behaviour in philosophical (and often poetic) terms.
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Steve Paxton
Steve Paxton’s relationships with gravity are clearly grounded in the laws of physics
and investigations into the body’s relation to gravity, challenging the verticality
of Western theatrical dance. Contact improvisation, developed in the 1960s in
the US, explicitly explores the role of gravity. In contact improvisation, gravity and
horizontality are crucial concepts. Less a technique in the traditional sense, contact
improvisation places emphasis on a constant awareness of gravity, playing with
concepts of falling, utilising the physical laws of friction, momentum and inertia
to explore relationships between dancers (Paxton, 1975). Paxton utilised the
architecture of the human body based on an instinctual play with gravity, utilising
falling bodies in relation to time and space. He was interested in texture, shape, size,
and even how the use of animals influenced or changed his dance vocabulary
(cited in Banes, 1987). Paxton’s (1975) ‘small dance’ (an exercise of standing with
the eyes closed used in preparation for a contact improvisation jam and handed
down from dancer to dancer) raises awareness of the constant negotiation
with gravity even when individuals believe they are not moving. For Paxton, the
body cannot be separated from the environment. He employed such physical
features, found in the weight-bearing capacity of different body types, to argue for
democratic ends. The modern dance rebellion turned to gravity’s grounding and its
democratic resonances as a part justification of the art-form.
Trisha Brown
Avant-garde choreographer, Trisha Brown, opened dance up in the early 70s to be
performed at specific sites, exploring options of different spatial relationships. But
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these flirtations with gravity were always only a percentage of her work, not
an end in itself (as it is the case with aerial dance companies). Her work, A Roof
Piece, took place on twelve different rooftops in downtown Manhattan, while
another work involved a dancer in harness moving along a wall, Man walking
Down the Side of a Building (both 1971).
Mechanization
Gravity and its related fields have been the inspiration for many artists across
disciplines. These influences in dance, noted above, led Hillel Schwartz (1990) to
describe the changes that occurred when physics became a new ‘kinaesthetic
mechanism’ of the body. The scientific guidelines embraced, according to
Schwartz, “the loving accommodation of the force of gravity, fluid movement
flowing out of the body centre, freedom of invention, and natural transitions
through many fully expressive positions” (citied in Innes, 2010, para 8). This
‘kinaesthetic mechanization’ derived from scientific knowledge continues
today, for example in the work of David Zambrano (personal observation),
whose techniques of ‘flying low’ focus mainly on a dancer’s relationship with
the floor. The dancers train to move in and out of the ground more efficiently by
maintaining a centred state, a relationship to the forces of gravity. Release-based
contemporary dance techniques emphasise the use of suspension and lightness in
the body, as well as utilising momentum in order to fall to the ground and rebound
to regain a standing position. With choreographic practices now experimenting
with a range of new locations or performance venues wherein the impact of
gravity has to be incorporated at a new level, the practices of sport, acrobatics
and theatre begin to blend more and more.
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Underneath

Submersion

The story of diving as a human activity has been recorded as far back as
4500 BC, when people executed breath-hold dives to gather seashells,
sponges and other marine animals for their survival. In more recent times,
humans developed the means to extend their time by applying technical
devices (Richardson, Coleman, & Kinsella, 2003). To spend extended time
underwater, one needs to integrate and master different types of equipment
and the corresponding sets of skills that equipment entails.

Image 21 (page before): ‘air bubble ring’ blown underwater (breath control
game), Waters of Tonga. Photographer: Erez Beatus
Image 22: ‘dive’ underwater light refraction and fish, taken off the coast in Fremantle during movement experiments, Photographer: Alan Bird
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Diving equipment gives an individual
the freedom to judge and adjust
behaviour to this environment.
Good divers usually also possess the
knowledge of several physical laws,
like those of Archimedes and Boyle
and Dalton (see Technical Terms p.
xviii), which explain the effects of
immersing a human body in water.
Significant changes in pressure,
temperature, transparency and salinity
impose perceptual modifications
and physiological limits on the body.
Submerging into a world so different to
‘terra firma’ places new demands on
almost all bodily functions (Richardson
et al., 2003). Underwater, sensations
normally experienced in everyday life
are changed, inverted or removed. Yet
with consciousness of, and experience
in, those physiological responses, a
diver can adapt to the environment by
creating a transitory behaviour as if that
condition was natural habitat (Ferreras,
2004).
Image 23: ‘Scuba’ gear like mask, BCD, snorkel,
wetsuit & fins help to cope with challenges
encountered underwater.
Photographer: Alan Bird

111

Water is 800 times denser than air. Density restricts motion, so under the water all
movements are slowed down. Resistance is very present in the experience of the
locomotion of the whole body. In contrast, on land it is very hard to run fast enough
to feel air resistance. Moving in a liquid environment requires energy and strength
and can lead to exertion more quickly than on land (Richardson et al., 2003).
Handling objects or striving to reach a target needs different levels of energy and
duration to those in the familiar land-based environment. Constant issues lie in the
thermal conductivity of water which is 20 times greater than air (Richardson et al.,
2003) and in the below-body temperature which can quickly lead to hypothermia
(reduced body temperature at a critical level).
Hearing underwater is unreliable as the source of sound is difficult to determine
while sound also travels four times faster in water than through air. According to
Stefan Helmreich (2007) it is almost impossible for human beings
to use underwater acoustic vibrations to locate themselves in space... Human
eardrums are too similar in density to water to provide the resistance that can interrupt
many underwater vibrations so they might be translated into tympanic movementsound in the ears … unaided human ears perceive underwater sound as omniphonic:
coming from all directions at once. (p. 624)

Visual cues under water are by no means comparable to those on land. The
refraction index of water is about four-thirds that of air, meaning that objects
appear bigger and closer in the underwater medium. As water absorbs light,
colours merge and, beyond twenty metres in depth, only blue light remains
(Richardson et al, 2003). Using devices like masks or goggles allows the eyes, looking
through the enclosed air into water, to operate normally as on land (Ross, 1970).

112

Being in Water
Being fully immersed in water affects the experience of equilibrium and verticality
and allows for the physical sensation of buoyancy. Dubois observes that a
submerged person initially experiences confusion from gravity-inertial references,
a lack of orientation (no visible orientation signs) and a reduction of the
awareness of movement direction and its extent (1994).
Initially it can be difficult to control the range of motion that becomes available
as a result of the changed relationship to gravity (Tengwall & Jackson, 1982). The
range of motion refers to the diverse body positions possible in water (upside
down, diagonal, lateral and so forth), as well as the mobilisation of the joints as
such.
Being embedded and supported completely by water means that weight is taken
off the normally weight-bearing spine and its vertebrae. A mobilisation of the
joints emerges as they are no longer bearing weight (Tengwall & Jackson, 1982),
thus allowing the body to move in ways not otherwise possible on land. As the
challenges of keeping stable or in balance are literally suspended underwater,
restrictions and holding patterns in the body can drop away.
Humans predominantly monitor their equilibrium though visual checks from the
surrounding space. When fundamentals like the ground and horizon are missing,
the relationship with stable spatial orientation is interrupted. Accommodating and
adjusting to these challenges is a complex process in the vestibular organ, as the
sense of equilibrium receives stimuli that contradict experiences under ‘normal’
gravity.

113

Image 24: ‘upside down’ postural
perception can switch to an
evaluation of the subjective
nature of verticality in an
individual’s awareness rather
than the gravitationally bounded
awareness habituated on land.
Diving upside down becomes easy.
Photographer: Alan Bird
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Additionally, when underwater, a novice is often disorientated and not able
to sense what is up or down. This condition might even trigger vertigo until
the individual becomes used to the sensation of perceived weightlessness (D.
Richardson, 2003). Dubois states (1994) that the loss of a felt sense of gravity
also implies the disappearance of a vertical reference, which can disrupt the
subjective awareness of one’s verticality as occurs on land. Interestingly enough,
this mirrors the experience of being suspended.
The reference to verticality underwater remains difficult until the individual learns
to refer to his/her inner vertical cues whenever losing orientation. The felt or
embodied experience of a body’s longitudinal axis, which passes between the
legs, through the pelvis between the ischia and in front of the sacrum, through
the lumbar vertebrae, in front of the concave dorsal curve and behind the
sternum, and through the head at the front of the skull (Ungaro, 2002), becomes
the central reference point irrespective of the gravitational conditions. On the
ground, gravitational verticality is usually experienced in congruence with the
body’s longitudinal axis, adjustments to which become important also in aerial
experiments. Typically, bodies occupy space vertically so that the human torso
especially is commonly maintained in an upright position, which establishes a
very particular set of spatial relationships with the world. Improved sensitivity to
orientation and perception of the body in immersion increases the possibilities and
control of movement in water.
On land, individuals are aware of their own weight; underwater, due to density
and buoyancy, the effect of gravity and thus the perception of weight is much
less, making the sensation of buoyancy a truly unique experience. Weight can be
completely counterbalanced through buoyancy. According to the Archimedes’
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principle any object wholly or partly immersed in a fluid is buoyed up by a force
equal to the weight of the fluid displaced by the body. Nonetheless, neutral
buoyancy is not identical to weightlessness: “the aquatic world is not truly
weightless in the sense of being in outer space; [divers] still feel and respond to
gravity” (D. Richardson, 2003, p. 248). Gravity acts on all objects and if weight
exceeds the displacement of fluid by the body, everything sinks to the bottom of
the ocean, following the pull of gravity.
Whether one dives on a breath hold (free-diving) or depends on an alternate air
supply, what separates one diver from the other in dive proficiency is buoyancy
control. Using just the breath to change the position of the whole body in the
underwater world space is quite a different experience than what might take
place on land. Diving with the use of simple changes in lung volume and small
movements of the legs produces the most energy efficient method of moving
underwater. Hovering like a fish is a skill one learns – to be in one place just
by gentle breathing. With practice, one is able to move more gracefully and
efficiently by streamlining the body to reduce drag and regulated lung volume
(Richardson et al., 2003). A simple inhalation with the appropriate arching of the
spine can change the body from a horizontal into a vertical position and a full
exhalation can let the body sink towards the bottom. During a dive an individual
can become negatively buoyant and fall toward the bottom without effort in a
so-called glide or one can choose to stay at a level and play.
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Adaptations to the Liquid World
Adaptation is the key principle in entering unfamiliar terrains. Armstrong (2000)
suggests humans are particularly talented at finding ways to adapt themselves
emotionally, biologically, psychologically, behaviourally and technologically
and to shape their skills, their experience and their development to a variety of
environments:
Adaptations (physiological changes that minimize bodily strain) are the body’s
attempts to counteract stressors and re-establish homeostasis; the return to non-stress
conditions reflects improved bodily functions in the involved organ or system. (p. 3)

Adaptations may be either short term (accommodation), intermediate in duration
(acclimation and acclimatisation) or long term through genetic adaptation
(Armstrong, 2000). Both acclimation and acclimatisation involve a complex array
of adaptive responses (Armstrong, 2000). Adapting to the circumstances of a
particular environment (whether it is the underwater world, airborne situations or a
performance space) differs in content, but not in the adaptation processes.
Those processes include, firstly, training to develop the right reflexes; secondly,
acquiring an understanding of the physical nature of the undersea world (or
the particular environment); and thirdly, practising within that environment on a
physical and mental level until, ideally, a point of ease or state of flow is attained
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1992, 2002).
The well-being of the diver depends equally on the perception and experience of
their surroundings as on their physical fitness. Without going into the details, over
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time and repeated dives, even recreational divers’ bodies adapt to diving and
different perceptual experiences while being underwater: “Several investigations
indicate that perceptual judgments of experienced divers tend to be less variable
than those of novices, and more similar to their judgments in air” (Ross, 1970, p. 498).
The diver learns a new set of perceptual responses, through which orientation is
achieved.
Fishermen of Palau, an island country located in the Western Pacific Ocean,
“adapt their bodily senses to the different environment, engaging with very different
auditory and visual stimuli” (Ota, 2006, p. 210). Yoshitaka Ota argues that the
fluid nature of the marine environment is reflected in the practices of underwater
spear gun fishing: firstly, the fish become anthropomorphised social partners in the
interaction and, secondly, the divers, being observant of the united movement of
the fish and water, adapt themselves to a fluid mindset, where hunting, water and
fish movements and their own ability to dive become one. The Palaun fishermen,
with their “shrewd planning and constant alertness” to the environment (interpreting
swell, surge, light, water sound and fish movement pattern), adapt their dives to the
circumstances in which they find themselves. As oceanic movements constantly
orchestrate changing circumstances, there is a need to “think underwater” to
achieve an effective interpretation of the relationship between man and fish (Ota,
2006, p. 211).
Another interesting example of adaptations are the “sea gypsies” (Bajau Laut
or Moken), who live on top of coral reefs in South-East Asia in house boats or stilt
houses. These people are dependent on the resources of the sea and many are
able to swim before they can walk. Studies (Gislén, 2003; Horstman, 2003; Ross,1970)
show that some children have exceptional underwater vision, as their eyes have
adapted to the specifics of the liquid environment. Anna Sofia Gislén (2003)
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explains that the Moken are able to control the tiny muscles around the eyes
that shift their lenses and pupils, thus simply using their eyes to their limits: “I think
it would be possible for all human beings to see better underwater, provided you
practiced” (p. 7).
Although modern techniques are slowly replacing traditional methods of diving
and divers, traditional diving communities have cultivated remarkable abilities. As
late as the 1990s, there were still an estimated 20,000 professional divers working
with minimal equipment (Park cited in Ferretti, 2001). Japanese and Korean Ama,
traditional female divers, spend 8-10 hours per day in cold water, barely over 10ºC,
without protective clothing and naked except for a small loin-cloth, hunting for
clams and sponges (Downey, 2011; Ferretti, 2001). These women are not innately
different from other individuals, yet they are able to withstand extreme conditions.
Adaptations like these highlight the inseparability of culture and biology, as
a specific cultural development is needed to foster or normalise biological
experience. Collective knowledge and shared wisdom in particular communities
shape what is humanly possible. It is clear that many of the exceptional skills found
among divers rely on a steady cultivation of specific changes in the body. How
these changes are recognised, experienced and managed is crucial.

the world is large but in us it’s as deep as the sea
Rilke
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Water as medium for training
Up in space, the body often experiences discomfort and confusion, mostly due to
the lack of the particular sensation gravity provokes. The loss of gravity implies the
disappearance of an up-and-down vertical reference. Astronaut, Story Musgrave
states that when up and down disappear as a concept in space, “this confounds
every thought for a while as ‘where we are’ is a knowledge necessary to ‘what
we think’” (cited in Streb, 2010, p. 59).
Astronauts are submitted to a training program that is primarily physiological
and medical to help them to deal with these altered states of gravity. The
challenges, inherent in the underwater world, are of benefit to train humans
for flights into space and as such training programs for astronauts always
include training underwater. The objective is to adjust behavioural strategies
to changing circumstances and to find a different way of moving within
underwater environments, which mimics weightlessness in space. Humans will only
experience absolute weightlessness or ‘zero-gravity’ as an astronaut in space. True
weightlessness only occurs when “a mass possesses no weight, as in the absence
of gravitational or accelerative forces, or when the vector sum of opposing forces
or fields acting upon it is zero” (Blakemore & Jennett, 2001, p. 638).
Yet the condition of neutral buoyancy simulates zero gravity; in a neutral
buoyancy tank, astronauts still feel their full body weight within their spacesuits
which they would not feel in zero gravity (Tengwall & Jackson, 1982; ESA, 2013).
The astronauts (or their equipment) are weighted or buoyed until they can
perfectly hover in one place in a water environment to accustom themselves to
the altered physiological sensing as training for their travel in space.

120

Space sickness (triggered through a lack of gravity) handicaps space missions
and can hamper the pleasures of being free of gravity. The discomforts of space
sickness include feelings of stress, insecurity, tiredness and apathy, and can also
lead to a decrease in the ability to focus and concentrate. Dubois developed
a complementary training system for NASA based on dance techniques, which
aimed to improve the physical consciousness of astronauts by focusing on the
subjective experiences of the body. Movement is endless in space, so using
support surfaces and impulses at the moment of transfer, gives movement
direction. Dubois describes total submersion in water as a perfect training
environment because of the possibilities offered with regard to position, relaxation
and orientation (1994).
When complex movements are carried out or when a subject is in unfamiliar
surroundings (e.g. water, weightlessness), the brain processes the incoming
information and calls upon certain correction and adjustment mechanisms. The
rigidity necessary to resist external pressures (e.g. gravity, support forces on the
ground, acceleration) or internal pressures (e.g. forces related to movement)
comes from the muscle tonicity of the multi-articulated human body. Postural
tonicity guarantees the maintenance of an erect posture. The total loss of tonal
muscular activity in a “free-floating” situation is noted when gravity equals zero
(Dubois, 1994, p. 64).
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The diving body
To immerse the body for extended periods of time in the hydrosphere requires
equipment that supports the adaptation to the chemical and physical
characteristics of this environment, allowing humans to function within the
environment. The interaction between diver and environment can lead to
cardiorespiratory and thermal responses like hyperventilation, cardiac arrhythmias
or cold injury. These reactions are realistic possibilities in a diving environment:
Recreational SCUBA diving exposes individuals to environmental stresses not often
encountered in other types of activity. These stresses include increased ambient
pressure, raised partial pressure of O2, increased resistance to movement, added
weight and drag of diving equipment, cold stress, and a higher breathing resistance.
[...] Non-physiologic adaptive responses include those behavioral and equipment
interventions that isolate the diver from a particular stress. (Doubt, 1996, p. 581)

It is not within the scope of this work to explore the technical specifics of diving
equipment, but SCUBA, which stands for ‘self-contained underwater breathing
apparatus’, allows the diver, who, unlike fish, cannot extract oxygen from the
water to breathe (Nimb, Taylor Shreeves, Giles, & Monachon, 2003). Through
the use of equipment, scuba divers have multiple ways to deal with challenges,
like minimising the stress of cold-water immersion through sufficient insulation
or adhering to protocols for decompression and safe ascension rates to avoid
compression sickness. The handling of devices like depth gauges, pressure
gauges, regulators, dive computers and BCDs, need to be turned into tacit
knowledge before a human body can truly feel at ease in a liquid environment.
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Free-diving
My research into free-diving, also called skin-diving, profoundly changed my
perceptions and experiences of the self and had an impact upon artistic
considerations of the creative output.
Free-diving is immersion underwater without the aid of artificial respiration. It
requires a temporary and voluntary suspension of breathing, called apnea (Fallon,
2006). Apnea is most commonly found in newborns and also as a neurological
condition referred to as sleep apnea. In the context of this research and in freediving, apnea only refers to a voluntary withholding of breath. Apnea relies on the
mammalian dive response (MDR) or more generically known as the so-called dive
reflex. All humans are born with the MDR, seen in aquatic animals such as dolphins
and otters. This potentiality reveals the affinity between mammals (including
humankind) and the sea; immersion in water is possible through adaptation. The
dive reflex in humans can be triggered by cold water or by apnea (through the
abrupt cessation of oxygen intake). Yet usually humans have somehow forgotten
this atavistic capacity as they moved onto land, however, it can be reactivated
and strengthened though training:
The adaptation to water has conscious and unconscious elements to it, maybe
because of the atavistic reflexes of the human being, but this impulse might be
obscured in the individual by the dominance of the upright position. (Pelazzeri &
Tovaglieri, p. 2)

The human dive reflex initiates bradycardia, which occurs when the face is
submerged underwater and the heart rate slows down to conserve oxygen.
Secondly, vasoconstriction is automatically triggered which involves a constriction
Image 25: (Image page before) ‘free-diving’ in Tonga, I am performing a
head down descent. Photographer: Erez Beatus
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of the blood vessels, pushing blood
back to the heart, from where it is then
channelled to the brain. Thirdly, the spleen
constricts and releases oxygenated red
blood cells into the blood stream (Mason,
2010).
Bavis and colleagues (2007), in their
research about human adaptation to
hypoxia (low oxygen levels), conclude
that the human respiratory system may
have ‘plasticity’. Thomas Doubt supports
those “modifications to the gas exchanger,
respiratory pigments, respiratory muscles,
and the neural control systems responsible
for ventilating the gas exchanger” (1996,
p. 532). As noted before, all humans are
born with MDR, whether they know how
to use and apply this reflex as a skill or not:
“The dive adaptation builds upon innate
reflexes, but it also requires cultural niche
construction and social support and results
in physiological change” (Downey, 2011,
para. 68).

Image 26: ‘training’ - ascending after depth
training down to 20m, dive time 2.30 min.
Photographer: Erez Beatus
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As with so many things about human behaviour, adaptive reflexes can be shaped
and expanded, and learned in explicit or indirect ways. To be useful, the reflex
needs to be transformed into a skill. Part of the acclimatisation or adaptation
process is to understand and interpret the sensations arising through immersion:
“feeling, listening, observing the body to analyse its psychophysical reactions … to
be at ease, to be in control of every action and to feel safe” (Pelazzeri & Tovaglieri,
2001, p. 22). Free-diving, similar to movement training for stage performers, includes
simultaneous work on breathing and body awareness. Umberto Pelazzeri (2001), one
of the most influential free-divers of his time, states that:
To coordinate a complex movement means considering and controlling different
actions and sequences of movement. This is only possible, if we can manipulate the
body with appropriate mental commands, it is necessary to coordinate thoughts with
actions, until after they have been repeated with awareness a dozen of times, they
become automatic. (p. 22)

If it was not known that this quotation originates from a free-dive training manual,
Pelazzeri’s statement could read as a description of movement training for
performers, such as in the writings of Stanislavsky. In my opinion the same principles
apply in both: coordinating thought with action, and sequencing of movement.
Training is essential to extend breath holding. The principal emphasis of
contemporary free-dive training is on comfort and energy efficient movement in the
water in order to prolong the dive time and its depth. A survey of the literature (Bavis
et al., 2007; Ferretti, 2001; Fitz-Clarke, 2006) reveals that the human dive reflex can
increase with training. A trained diver’s heart rate can drop to pulse rates as low as
20-24 beats per minute and is able to absorb almost twice as much carbon dioxide
as normal into the blood before feeling the urge to breathe.
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These adaptive mechanisms allow for
prolongation of the time spent underwater
beyond the limits attained by non-divers
(Ferretti, 2001). Exceptionally long breathholding involves resistance to powerful
involuntary reflexes, especially spasms in
the diaphragm attempting to contract in
order to re-initiate breathing (Fitz-Clarke,
2006). This powerful involuntary mechanism
(hypercapnia) overrides most intentional
attempts, long before an individual is actually
in any distress. With practice the individual is
also able to reduce the overall demand for
oxygen to a certain extent, by streamlining the
body to reduce drag (Beatus, 2010).
Besides techniques that aim at fluidity,
aquacity is fundamental. Aquacity is a freediving term that could be translated as a
combination of an active integration of
style, hydrodynamism, economy, elegance,
efficiency and correct alignment in the water.
Only with “this process will the apnea become
effective, economic and efficient” (Beatus,
2010, p. 22). Aquacity is rather like stage
presence (in the performing arts) in that it is
Image 27: ‘aquacity’: diving on breath hold through
caves, all images taken in Tonga. Photographer:
Erez Beatus
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hard to describe but tangible when witnessed.
Increased sensitivity in the contact between body and water stimulates comfort
and pleasure, leading to a sensation of flotation (caused by buoyancy): “The
perception of the flotation force is integral to the pursuit of relaxation and to
security” (Pelazzeri & Tovaglieri, 2001, p. 234).
Knowledge of the body’s capabilities and being aware of real signs of risk (instead
of a perceived panic) gives practitioners insight into what is possible and safe
and what is not. The calmer a diver can stay emotionally, mentally and physically,
moving slowly and as efficiently as possible, the more the heart rate is suppressed
(Ferretti, 2001). Through my own observations, training in free-diving techniques
makes a person a lot more capable in the water and the body becomes
accustomed to the sensation of apnea, generating the feeling that an individual
has:
The capacity to return the psyche to a state of calmness … reaching a
harmonisation, a relief from tension, comfortable security. The limits are first mental,
then physical. (Pelazzeri & Tovaglieri, 2001, p. 266)

This is embodied knowledge, knowing how to do things or what things are for on
subconscious level of awareness. Training in free-diving stimulates self-control,
coordination and endurance. As Pelazzeri observes, “a journey outside time”
requires the employment of significant concentration to detach the dimension
of time that characterises our existence (2011, p. 138). Once the individual
acquires an understanding of the elements involved, the actual dive becomes
an immersive experience that is both relaxing and wonderful, surrounded by
the beauty of the underwater world. (Image 28: (next page) ‘a journey outside
time’; experience of calmness, security and immersion into the endless blue
Photographer: Erez Beatus).
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Above
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Suspension
Being airborne makes the force of gravity felt immediately. Some of the most
beautiful places on earth can only be reached by climbing, an activity which itself
affects perception and, thus, becomes incorporated into a new appreciation
of nature’s magnificence, usually after reaching the summit or at the end of a
pitch. Notions of the sublime and awe are akin to experiences I made in my own
practice both in the natural and built environments – in my laboratories – as well as
in performance context. In addition, there is a subtle connection of the sublime to
the tradition of Romantic thought. However, a thorough exploration of the sublime
in relation to German Romanticism is beyond the scope of this study, it is suffice
to relate my experiences with Liza McCosh’s take on the concept of the material
sublime:
The sublime is a subjective, sensory experience; what is sublimed to one person may
not be felt in quite the same way by another…. The sublime encounter generates
feelings of awe and wonder within a person as initially, the subject cannot fully comprehend the object or experience. The faculty of reason is challenged, causing an
indeterminate relationship between the subject and object perceived. This relationship
is restored as the subject gain a new understanding in relation to the source of the
experience.…As a revelatory experience, the sublime is relative to creative practice,
generating feelings of elation and wonder in the artist when new possibilities for creativity emerge and are realized. (2013, p. 127)

In my context the material sublime is my subjective and interconnected relationship
to earth, sea and sky. As well as noting the coincidence of ideas about ‘the
sublime’, flow, the German Romantic poets and the sensory awareness embedded

Image 29 (and watermarks) ‘Eastern Sierra mountain range’ in the Eastern Sierra California,
training area for vertical dance at a Workshop with Project Bandaloop. Photographer: Russya
Connor
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in my objective in creating an artwork, this section touches on the theme of ‘lively
nature’ through inter-corporeal exchanges, which happen not only in rock climbing
but mark, at some level, all human interaction with nature.
In climbing literature, mountains are often referred to as ‘somehow alive’ and
their interaction with the human body is a recurring motif. Lively nature seduces,
insists, threatens and decides whether one succeeds or fails. The human desire
for immersion within and/or mastery over nature bears similarities to a romantic
relationship, although not of the human kind. Eric N. Franklin (1996) claims that
“nature can evoke deep emotional reactions. These images have floated in the
eyes of humankind for tens of thousands of years; they are imprinted in our genes”
(p.47). Csikszentmihalyi (1992) has identified “timelessness,” “one-pointedness of
mind,” “integration of mind and body,” and a “sense of man’s place in the universe;
oneness with nature; [and] congruence of psychological and environmental
ecology” as characteristics of flow (pp. 96-97). Bachelard argued that an experience
of the sublime is more commonly found in mountain peaks, deep sea (and the
desert) than in populated human environments (1964, p. 206). French philosopher
Michel Serres’ observation (1995) of the effects of being at the roof of the world is
typical of climbers’ responses: “The thrice-blessed day, when I first experienced the
sweet divine benediction of the mountain, in the first mauve light of dawn” (p. 227).
Rilke describes the sublime in the 1.Dunesier Elegy (1923) as an association of the
beautiful and the frightening within anaesthetic experience in which we loose our
boundaries:
Denn das Schöne ist nichts als des Schrecklichen Anfang, den wir noch grade
ertragen, und wir bewundern es so, weil es gelassen verschmäht, uns zu zerstören.
For beautys’s nothing but the beginning of a tremendousness we’re just able to bear.
(1923, p. 11)
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This notion and his words have been partly integrated into the performance of
How close do you want me? and Sea Inside, see appendix 3 for details p. 277-285.
Recent research in psychology (M. N. Shiota, Keltner, & John, 2006; M. Shiota,
Keltner, & Mossman, 2007) reveals that “awesome experiences” change
perceptions, making time seem to pass more slowly, tending to increase an
individual’s level of patience, altruism and seems to lessened dependence on
materialistic values.
The inanimate as well as animate aspects of nature hold a capacity to expose
humans, poetically and imaginatively, to other ways of being in the world.
David Abram (1997), along with other ecological philosophers developing
phenomenological perspectives on the environment, suggests that ‘we’ are
only cognisant beings because of our inter-embodiment with nature. He argues
that the nonhuman world not only provides food, shelter, and inspiration but also
actively participates in the events that we call perception: “The body provides a
constant pattern for perception and this is based on habit and skill” (Abram cited
in Downey, 2005, p. 32). Perception, thus, is not just seeing, feeling, hearing, tasting
or touching but an affective and cognitive exchange between the perceiver and
the specific surrounding. Perception is “a solicitation of my body by the sensible
and a questioning of the sensible by my body, a reciprocal encroachment”
(Abram, 1997, p. 54).
As discussed earlier, Merleau-Ponty observes that the ability to engage actively
in the world underlies and even precedes conscious thought: “Consciousness is

in the first place not a matter of ‘I think
that’ but of ‘I can’” (1962, p 137). In
climbing a rock, a person discovers his/
her human potential and limitations. The
forcibly sequential moves of a climb can
be intricate. Climbing, simultaneously,
fosters mastery of the self, and sensuous
and spatial exchanges with nature.
Climbing is prone to induce the ‘flow’
state. This sensation of perfect peace
mingled with excitement, as experienced
in flow, opens up multiple perspectives
on the human experience of time, space
and bodily relations to nature. Effort,
muscularity and accompanying emotions,
demanded in the action of climbing,
can initially be quite distinct from the
‘meditative’ active relaxation involved in
free-diving (however difficult to achieve
mentally), yet, suspension as well as
immersion can reach the point of flow. The
interviews I conducted, along with my own
experiences, reinforce that the sensation
of flow is often encountered in both diving
and climbing.

I feel closer to what

language can’t reach.

With my senses,
as with birds,

I climb intp the wind

heacevn, out of the oaks , in

the ponds broken off
from the sky

“Nach Vorne”, Rilke, 2012

The climbing body
Suspension in air, as is experienced when using aerial circus apparatus and
climbing, does not require the same degree of changed physiological conditions
as occurs in underwater environments; yet leaving the ground has its own
challenges. The human ability to climb trees, mountains, cliffs or ropes is astonishing
and some commentators (Filler, 2007; Thorpe, Holder & Crompton, 2010) claim
that “human bipedalism is not so much derived from terrestrial quadripedalism as
it is distilled down from a versatile locomotion pattern in arboreal life” as is found
in primate adaptations (Downey, 2009, para. 18). Whatever the circumstances
of its origins may be, climbing involves using the hands and feet, the extremities,
to attain an upward progress. It is an act of intentionality, guided by tactile
navigation while moving over an environment (whether it be a rock face or
circus silks) and figuring out the next move without falling. Like memorizing the
steps of a dance, a climb may need to be rehearsed many times before being
accomplished; although forgetting how to properly place your foot/hand in a
climb will potentially have more impact than missing a sequence in a dance.
The obligatory nature of bipedalism is partially shaped by patterns of activity and
expectations, wherein the capacity for moving on hands is curtailed, leading to an
atrophy of upper-body strength (Filler, 2007). Climbing, however, needs both upper
and lower body strength. It requires dexterity, tactile navigation and constant
adjustments to new, often unmediated features involving a total embodied
experience through all limbs.
Image 30: (next page) climbing the ‘Organ Pipes’ at Mt Wellington, Hobart. Photograpger:
Micheal Quinn
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The body is not estranged from the knowledge production resulting from touch,
perception and experience. American rock climber Lynn Hill (2002) found that
adjusting her breathing patterns to appropriate moves, for example an exhalation
for a quick powerful push, generated more efficiency in the movement:
I learned to appreciate how subtle shifts in my attitude could greatly affect the
quality of my movements. By focusing on maintaining a “soft grip” and a “relaxed
face”, I was better able to relax all the muscles not necessary for each movement.
(p. 240)

Efficiency can be defined as movement that blends effort with relaxation. Hill’s
observations about the connection between perception and expression reflect
the insights relayed from the expert interviews and observations in my own
research. Hill minimises the wastage of precious strength by using momentum
to move quickly through awkward body positions. Her practice also includes
eliminating all excess movement (which is like streamlining underwater) “to arrive
at ‘a still point’ before committing a delicate move” (2002, p. 241). Mentally she
makes an effort to stay relaxed, paying attention to the intuitive and natural
intelligence of the body. Her reorientation in space exhibits a corporeal knowing
about how to be within the world.
Similar to the experience of being underwater, a climber in this upward immersion
in nature takes possession of the space and of emotional situations through
their movement. The act of moving up, over, on and through rocks leads to an
expansion of self-knowledge: “Here the self is challenged, problematized, and
reconfigured by the practices of climbing” (Rossiter, 2007, p. 302). Additionally,
the body intuitively leads the action in rapport with the environment, enabling
emotions to surface through an engaged kinaesthetic intelligence.
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In suspended moments, climbers are fully responsible for and concentrate on trying
to find the most efficient path. Neil Lewis elaborates further on the sensory qualities
involved:
In the perceptual world of the senses, the real world of the adventure climber
is mapped via tactile navigation, via a body moving through an environment.
Consequently, freedom becomes a form of embodied awareness; a choosing to
sense and, more specifically, a choosing to feel and touch an environment. (2000, p.
58)

The physical effort required in all climbing experiences promotes a sense of selfdetermination, self-propulsion and choice. Being a fully responsible agent for every
move and every decision in the activity of climbing provides a kind of freedom:
How we choose to make sense of the world significantly constitutes its reality. To
engage with the world tactilely is to situate oneself consciously in that world and to
have a potentially unmediated relationship with the world. (Lewis, 2000, p. 59)

Leaving the ground in a climbing action leads to a never-ending ‘battle’ with
gravity, where the suspension of some positions requires a great deal of energy.
Such expenditure tends to make the interactions between motion and emotion
conscious. Physical prowess combines with determination to accomplish the
movement and, at the same time, to instil confidence in personal ability. Intense
concentration helps to guard against distractions, memories and thoughts. As
Soden elaborates:
Playing with gravity provides the most intense example of the flow phenomenon,
because gravity is the constant and unyielding force in which we evolved; it unfailingly
arouses our primal brain; it lets us reliably slip in and out of our protective frame without
the vagaries of a human opponent; and it unequivocally focuses all our intention on
the here and now. (2005, p. 272)
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Although climbers utilise protective
technologies such as ropes and bolts,
individuals still have to negotiate their inborn
fears of falling. However, falling is a necessary
part of learning. If sensible limits are placed
on the fear of falling, dangerous moves are
avoided and the mind is free to concentrate
on the challenges of the engagement. There
are strategies to deal with fear: processing
anxieties intellectually; focusing on technical
aspects with respect to safe practice;
attention to the material and/or equipment;
and the structuring of movement. All of these
are crucial. Despite this, fear sometimes still
dominates and a strong physical response
can warn an individual that they are not
supposed to be hanging in mid-air. Although I
know the sensation of fear, I can link the same
body signals with perceptions of freedom and
self-mastery that I mentioned above. How I
interpret body signals is my choice and the
resultant interpretation fosters a specific mind
set and potentially creating a state of flow.

Image 31: ‘alpine climbing’ on the Organ Pipes;
Double ropes and bolts, lead climber just
visible, image taken from the position of the
belayer. Photographer: Russya Connor

Falling
Few commentators have explored
the fascinating aspects of falling, its
play with gravity and its impact on
evolution, culture, mythology and
language more extensively than
Garret Soden. Taking a fall is an
experience that we all share and has
become an all-too-familiar metaphor
for damnation or the loss of status. On
the other hand, individuals involved
in activities like parachuting, bungee
jumping, base-jumping, or the more
‘passive’ roller coaster rides find
the act of falling to be enjoyable.
(Armstrong, 2000; Zuckermann, 2007).
Falling for fun or recreation, as a
confrontation with or a giving in
to gravity, is a unique experience.
Nonetheless, humans exhibit
a powerful instinct to protect
themselves against falling through
the signalling of physical sensations
like adrenaline surges, tightness of
the throat and muscular constriction

The possibility of falling

is what gives meaning to

every ascent or uplifting;

the miraculous beauty of

the world reveals itself at

the end of a hard struggle;
death, which is certain, is
what renders life - in its

improbability - ecstatic.
(Serres, 1995, p. 224)

140

even if all risk of harm has been eliminated. The fear of falling and its mental
dynamics remain instinctual reactions. As falling is a necessary part of learning,
so can limiting the fear of falling free the mind to concentrate on the challenges
involved. As Soden (2003) explains:
The paradox is that we’re born with two conflicting instincts: one designed to protect
us from gravity, the other urging us to play with it. What’s most puzzling is why we
would need the second instinct at all. As land animals, it seems we would be better
served if we just stayed away from falling altogether. (p. 206)

Soden sees residues of an instinctual play with gravity in the fact that babies are
tossed in the air to quieten or entertain them and that children climb and jump as
soon as they are able. Soden argues that we are only relatively recent immigrants
to the vertical yet flat world; having spent extended time among the branches
of the trees. In a world where climbing trees was safe and jumping, falling and
swinging were a means to move around, controlled falling was a necessity
rather than a danger. Humans dive from cliffs, fly on trapezes, base-jump from
skyscrapers, salto (a somersault in air) and tumble in the air, sometimes at amazing
speeds. Soden (2005) observes that:
We’ve invented these gravity feats not just because we’re the only animal silly
enough to think them, but because we’re the only animal with the talent to pull
them off. When it comes to controlled falling, we have no peer. (p. 219)

Soden’s interpretation overlooks the daredevil skills of monkeys, squirrels and
possums that are all mighty aerialists, though their intentions may be to stay away
from predators on the ground.
The act of falling can take on different meanings. Sally Ann Ness considers that the
“brutality of the experience of falling tends to produce a state of consciousness
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fully immersed in direct perceptions and sensations of the environment” (2013, p.
19) and as such creates “an experiential connection between place and self“
(2013, p. 20), a form of ecological identification with the landscape. Falling in my
practice is a possibility but, luckily, not a contentious experience. I would extend
the notion of Ness’ ecological connection by noting that falling is additionally the
means to feel the embodied experience of gravity. Falling physically informs me
of the gravitational force and its environmental reality while, at the same time,
defying those same forces of gravity can also open up avenues for knowing less
obvious aspects of its force.
Serres believes that “the possibility of falling is what gives meaning to every ascent
or uplifting” (1995, p. 224). As such I see falling more as an inherent property of
gravity and far from being the defining factor of gravitational explorations. Serres’
idea that falling contains its opposite in metaphorical thinking is fundamental to
my desire for the poetic translations of the originating physical experiences.
Defying gravity for symbolic reasons has found expression in the aim to be
airborne; the ‘freedom of flight’ is symbolic not only for the actuality of leaving
the ground, but also for the expression of spiritual and political values. In the
eighteenth century, political and social oppression was felt, like gravity, to be an
immutable force holding people down. With the invention of the roller coaster,
parachute mountaineering, circus daredevils and high wire artists, humans
seemed to reinforce Enlightenment’s version of progress: “man as nature’s master,
not her victim” (Soden, 2005, p. 38). On the other hand Serres (1995) compares the
danger of falling with emanations of human creativity and, ultimately, of being
alive. Music and poetry, he believes:
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Maintain a distance from the noise while
at the same time venturing perilously close
to it; on occasion they fall right into it. Life
also keeps distance from mortal equilibrium,
until the point of the final fall: the death
from which the rare uplifts in life draw their
improbable meaning. (p. 227)

The mountaineer and writer, Robert
Macfarlane, describes the sensory experience
of height/altitude slightly differently from Serres’
speculative irony. He suggests the experience
of altitude is blissful and contemplative which
he believes is expressed in words like superior,
sublime and elated (2004), indicative of the
human desire to seek something beyond
material experience.
In my interpretation, gravitational forces in the
universe reach beyond our understanding of
the physical world, impacting on our sense
of self and generating poetic/symbolic
expression. At the same time, gravity can
be managed as a variable factor within the
physical milieu rather than be accepted as an
unbending dictatorship, therein introducing
other symbols of resistance, mastery and
democratic unification.
Images 32-35: Images are all part of rehearsal for ‘Wall
Dance’ (unpublished work); States of multidirectional
awareness and maximum freedom limited only
through the attachment to the rope.
Photographer: Georgia Faulkes-Taylor
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Movement in Space
Robert Davidson (2008) states that aerial performers need a
heightened awareness in order to stay focused and avoid falling.
Moreover, he explains that multidirectional awareness of mind
and body are psychophysical states enhanced by imaginary and
complex kinaesthetic sensitivities. Constantly changing spatial
orientations dramatically transforms an individual’s relationship to
the immediate environment. Davidson notes that when suspended
“there is no up or done, just in and out, the body is filled with evershifting spaces and amorphous spaces and breath” (2008, p. 43).
Orientation in space is more difficult as the familiar proprioceptive
feedback, which is combined with the visual cues, is missing or
confused. The reference to verticality remains difficult in the air until
the individual learns to refer to inner vertical cues whenever faced
with a loss of normal orientation.
As discussed in the underwater section, embodied experience of the
body’s own longitudinal axis represents gravitational verticality. This
subjective awareness of verticality allows a person to keep a central
reference point in the body. Rodger Tengwall, an anthropologist who
researched human posture and the effects of the lack of postural
reflex activation in space during the Skylab Experiment, confirms the
importance of gravity:
Postures and movements must always take gravity into consideration,
and, further, the control and coordination of these systems must be
‘programmed’ in our neurological systems to accommodate the
multiple effects of the gravity vector. (1982, p. 659)

The spatial confusion in air, which can be at once disturbing, painful,
enervating and on the other hand often delightful, thus recedes with
rehearsal and increasing familiarity as the performer acquires the
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skills to achieve reorientation. Vertical dance choreographer
Wanda Moretti notes that:
The dancer’s perception of their body in space is
deconstructed. She must reconstruct everything she knows
in the horizontal plane in the vertical plane using other
senses, other muscles, and of course this changes the
gestures. (cited in Lawrence, 2010, p. 57)

Like in underwater environments, any aerial activity
requires equipment and the use of historically developed
techniques, knowledge and practices. Whether the support
systems are silks or harnesses and ropes to prevent falling
while climbing, abseiling or hanging from a wall, intertwining
the body in a tension between states of maximum freedom
and attachment to the holding apparatus is an inescapable
given. On the one hand, the specifics of the equipment limit
the performer but, on the other hand, the same trappings
extend movement across a three dimensional range that
lies beyond what is possible without them.
Aerial and climbing work is difficult, despite the fact that an
aerialist or climber might look ‘light’ from the viewpoint of
the spectator. The illusion of lightness requires athletic effort
and arduous training. Although aerialists might also find
lightness in their perception of executing the movement,
they are simultaneously aware of their own weight and the
muscular tension involved:
The action of muscular power creates buoyant and
light motion, which corresponds with reversible body
phenomenologies in the exaltation and transcendence
with and of sensory experience. (Tait, 2005, p. 15)
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Aerial versus vertical dance
The definitions of terms are often used
interchangeably but for stronger
clarification in the following chapters, I
want to distinguish vertical dance from
aerial dance. Vertical dance describes
movement that uses a vertical surface
(commonly a wall of a building or a
rock face in nature) as the ‘floor’. Aerial
dance is applied to dance practices that
take place in mid-air using an apparatus
like silks or a trapeze.
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Aerial dance unfolded within the world of modern dance in the late 1960s and has gained
increased recognition and visibility over the years. Although there is cross-pollination with
the circus world, aerial dance focuses mainly on the potential meaning behind movement
and has developed out of site-specific spaces, and the practices of contact improvisation
and modern dance.
Aerial choreography arguably shares the same aesthetic concerns of all dance, creating
authentic emotional expression, phrasing, dynamic changes, initiation and quality of
movement, clarity of shape, seamless transitions and nuanced gestures wedded to
technical skill. Aerial dance performances use an apparatus allowing performers to
incorporate vertical as well as horizontal movement explorations in a three-dimensional
space, using space as a variable to reframe how people perceive their environment.
Although still considered to be based on climbing, a different technique and skill set is
needed for working performatively on silks. Certain skills, like inner verticality, positioning,
core strength and self-discipline, need to be developed and embodied to find efficiency
and ease of movement as well as security and control. Finding a replacement ‘grounding’
(the silk) when surrounded by air is a crucial element of aerial work. Ascending and
descending the free hanging, anchored silk removes the body from any contact with the
stable floor and wall.
The silk becomes the centre, a line of friction where one negotiates moving from one
position to the other. The body is, relatively speaking, stabilised on the fabric by the core
and postural muscles, which control and maintain the body in a particular shape against
gravity.
In suspension, the body can move around the central holding axis of the silk, yet the
directional facings of the body cannot be controlled as such since the fall of the silk is not
fixed. Due to this unfixed nature, bodily weight moves and shifts the material in unexpected
ways. Rest positions are only achieved by the use of wraps where the friction of the

fabric is twisted around the
body to maintain a held
position. A constant interplay
occurs between the friction
generated through wraps
and grips and the body’s
capacity to free a body part
to tip or twist into the next
part of the sequence. One
objective is to overcome the
fear of not having enough
strength to resist the pull of
gravity and the perceived
insufficient holding power
of the wraps. This objective
is only achieved through
rigorous repetition, until the
move is so ingrained in the
body memory that a sense of
safety is established even in
precarious holding positions.

Image 36: ‘Silks’ production shot Sea Inside.
Photographer: Georgia Faulkes-Taylor
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Gravity in performances
An increasing blend of extreme physical skills is being incorporated into the
performance arts: aerial elements appear in pop music events (for example the
concerts of Madonna or Pink); mermaids shows are popular entertainment, big
Las Vegas extravaganzas like ‘La rêve’ and ‘O’ combine theatre, synchronised
swimming and circus skills; and groups like Project Bandaloop and La Fura del
Baus have their performers suspended in the air or dancing vertically on walls.
Performance has long departed from the stability of solid ground and embraced
the virtuosity of experts to control the body in moments of immersion and
suspension which transport (artificially) alternative environments into the theatre,
where the thrills of extending gravity and verticality plays out.
Liquid art
Being underwater as a medium of artistic expression has a long history including,
but not limited to, popular culture, such as the genre of American filmmaking in
the 1940s and 1950s of the “aqua-musical” made famous by Esther Williams. In
fact, one of the earliest artists who combined swimming with artistic expression
and theatrical images was the Australian born Annette Kellerman. She inspired
the swimmer and actress Esther Williams, who portrayed Kellerman in 1952’s
Million Dollar Mermaid. Kellerman used a tank to show off swimming styles, dives
and stunts under water, before she starred in many silent movies like Neptune’s
Daughter (1914) or The Art of Diving (1920).
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World champion free-diver, Guillaume Nery (2010), turned a free-dive at
Dean’s Blue Hole (Bahamas), the deepest blue hole in the world, into a filmed
‘performance’ Base Jumping, where he mimicked a free-fall off a skyscraper
underwater without weights or fins. This film plays with the absolute acceptance of
the forces of gravity, framing this sport in an emotional and mythical perspective.
The choreographer Dean Walsh based Fathom (2012) and other theatre works
on the physiology and behaviour of marine species. His art is clearly influenced
by his love for scuba diving. His work celebrates and promotes marine species,
their physiology, habits, biodiversity and the genetic relevance this underwater
ecology has for our modern land-based human lives.
Several dance troupes, like the multi-international award winning Canadian
H30 Subdanse and Kujo Lux AEteerna Dance Company, use the specifics of the
underwater (either in a pool or natural environments) as a catalyst for the creation
of movement sequences without any explicit affiliation with an environmentalist
agenda.
The choreographer Sasha Waltz presents an integrated approach in her staging
of Henry Purcell’s opera Dido and Aeneas. In the prologue, which tells of the
Sun-god Phoebus rising out of the sea and the arrival of Venus, an aquarium
dominates the stage with the narrators of the story literally diving “beneath the
waves, rising from the seabed, floating through the worlds” (2008, scene 1) which
gives rise to re-imagined floating and flying metaphysical beings.
In contrast, Wim Vandekeybus’ use of water scenes in the dance film Blush
lacks lightness and ease in his exploration of subconsciousness and conflicting
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instincts. An associated documentary Blush Underwater (2006) gives an insight
into the working processes of the company’s construction of the underwater
scenes which aim to evoke mystery; what was in fact evident, however, was the
distress and discomfort of the dancers, who had not been trained in free-diving
(though, perhaps their anxiety over prolonged submersion was the point). Equally
in his work Bereft of a Blissful Union (1996), dancers, covered in sheepskin, are
‘drowning’ in water and dog-like women pull men into the water, yet the images
created are distant, confusing and strange. Vandekeybus states that “there is
the search for catastrophic positions, pushing the limits …. in the end … death”
(cited in Vandekeybus & Langendonck, 2006, p. 2), which successfully exposes the
conflict and contradictions of water experiences.
Sarah Jane Pell (2005), in her doctoral research Aquabatics, confronted and
explored human limits and behaviours in underwater conditions of immersion
and saturation. She continues to explore her practice as a technical diver and
performance artist (Pell, 2010).
Contemporary English sculptor Herman Kolgen’s work, Inject, deals with the
theme of immersion in water. The video work is projected onto a huge screen
above a pool, while the audience (the bathers) swim along their lanes. The person
projected on the screen is suspended in water. Over time the water pressure
increases and, simultaneously, the oxygen level decreases, thus affecting the
person’s nervous system and literally showing the extremes of deprivation. The
artist states that he wanted to signal “a loss of touch with reality and invites …
a floating audience to consider the relationship between human biology and
emotion” (Kogen, 2012, para. 2).
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In my opinion, the interaction between humans and water in this work exploits
an exposed human body with no option to adjust to the relationship with water.
In contrast to Kogen, my work hopefully suggests that a conscious suspension
in water for an extended period of time can also cause the body to lose its
boundaries and become part of the surrounding space, evoking a sense of awe
and appreciation.
Bill Viola’s art deals with fundamental human experiences such as birth, death
and consciousness. His installation Five Angels shows a figure submerged in or
re-emerging from the water, evoking a sense of the dark but, more so, of the
purifying aspects of water. In the angel’s rebirth, Viola reflects on a life-changing
moment that took place when he nearly drowned as a child and which he reexperiences as a peaceful calm memory of eternal beauty (Viola, 2001). In Viola’s
art there is often evidence of a transcendental quality, which I find to be similar
to that characteristic in Rilke’s poetry. Viola’s way of using video imagery to delve
into the body’s sensory language was instrumental in the integration of projections
into my performance explorations.
This again demonstrates that the experience of water is a subjective one, based
on perception and experience. States achieved through immersion – in my case
oneness with the underwater environment – can also be reached in suspension in
the air.
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Absence of gravity
The absence of gravity can also act as inspiration in the performance. Kitsou Dubois’
choreographic and visual works are based on her research into altered gravitational
environments and utilising experiences in space travel, her Fluid Trajectory (2001)
video installation raises questions about the weightless body as an intrinsic physical
entity. There are many other artists, like Laurie Anderson’s work with NASA, who are
influenced by the discoveries of space flight, often referred to as space-art (Fletcher,
2008).
Akran Khan’s choreographic work, Rush (2000), explores physical states between
tremendous speed and serene stillness. This purely abstract work, inspired by
observation of free-fall parachute jumping, provided a crucial linchpin in my
research since Khan used his physical and emotional responses to the sport’s activity
as the base from which to create the work. Khan’s free-falling study skilfully translates
the exhilaration of speed and stillness into a probe of the limits of gravitational pull,
turning those limits into a physical expressiveness that often defies words.
Choreographer Noémie Lafrance (2012) produces site-specific work in urban
landscapes. Although her piece Descent (2001, 2003) mainly deals with women
and their desires, there is an underlying play with gravity, evoked through the
setting of the piece, which was performed in a twelve-story stairwell. In her piece
Rapture (2008), dancers travel across the entire structure of the building’s dynamic
architecture using complex and innovative rigging systems, shaping the forces
of gravity in a more or less vertical plane, providing layers and complexity to the
choreography.
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Aerial Art
Gravity is also brought into the arts from a more sports-based, particularly
climbing, background. Free climbing is often referred to as poetry in motion.
The technical precision, aesthetics and strength of climbing, combined with
expressive movement, can become a real medium for artistic expression
when placed in a different context.
The AscenDance Project is a company founded by German born
performance artist and rock climber, Isabel von Rittberg (n. d.), who explicitly
explores the aesthetics of climbing. The work focuses particularly on gravity
in using what she sees as a vertical dance floor and on the subsequent
effects the altered gravitational relationship has on the dancers through their
abilities to cope with the changed conditions. Without the use of ropes, just
by holding onto the grips on the wall, the performers move through three
dimensions integrating expressive movement and music with technical
precision and strength. She has developed a very specific dance vocabulary
where every move is based on climbing, allowing the audience to visually
enjoy the display of power and grace, and illustrating why free climbing is
often referred to as ‘poetry in motion’.
The human relationship with gravity is also one of the driving forces in the
work of Elisabeth Streb, as some of her titles indicate: STREB vs. gravity and
Artificial Gravity. Streb refers to herself as an Action Architect/Choreographer
in pursuit of “pure movement” (2010, p. 35). Her investigations are deeply
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grounded in the natural laws of gravity, acceleration, momentum, velocity,
mass and speed. She sees her work with dancers and her investigations
into movement as a “laboratory for testing scientific principles on the
body. We invent action ideas which we think are archetypal, noticeable,
understandable” (Streb, 2008, para.1). She applies a rigorous scientific
process when exploring such properties and rehearsals become experiments
in testing scientific principles on the body:
Impact is a primal and primitive practice we at my dance company STREB
accept: the full, weighted human body, with its issues of vectors and forces
and angles of incidence and choices that are incurred in the flash of an
instant, yet determine everything. (Streb, 2010, p. 45)

Streb uses huge scaffolding and props to physically design specific locations
in vertical and horizontal space (for example spinning wheels, trampolines,
rotating disks) and explores how bodies can be suspended in the air with no
visible means of support. I argue that their work, governed by physical risk,
challenges audiences to consider the body in motion in a new way. Streb
continues to explore the force of gravity, making it visible through the effect it
has on the bodies of the performers.
Similar to Streb, choreographer Mehmet Sanders utilises a scientific approach
to creating work. Born in Germany, to Turkish parents, Sander moved to the
States where he formed the Mehmet Sanders Dance Company. He uses
gravity as a baseline, creating a movement vocabulary that is based on
falling: “Gravity should be demonstrated as the initiator of movement rather

155

than be camouflaged as it is done in ballet” (cited in Alan, 2012, para. 5). In
his non-emotional approach closely associated with the fields of architecture
and physics, Sanders explores abstract movements, geometric shapes
such as the triangle, the circle and the square and the responses to gravity
primarily on a physical level.
Although both Streb and Sanders use gravity as an enhancement for
choreographic creation, I am more concerned, as a performance maker
in the broadest sense of the word, with the translation of emotions evoked
through intense encounters with gravity in natural environments. Gravity,
from my perspective is mined for its poetic possibilities rather than for its pure
physical effects.
Other important and influential vertical dance groups include Teatro Aereo,
Grupo De La Gaurda, Pichon Balduin and the Australian company, Legs on
the Wall.
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Amelia Rudolph – Project Bandaloop

Probably the most important impact on my artistic development has come from Project
Bandaloop, a “vertical” dance performance group who explore the power of gravity
and the scope of human movement, combining rock climbing and modern dance. I
encountered their work in my early twenties watching a documentary on television and
the images of dancing on a rock-face have never left me. It brought together two fields
that seem to have little to do with each other to create a unique work : climbing and
dance; the precision and daring of the sport entranced with the beauty of expressive
movement was something I found inspirational. I see many of their ideas reflected in my
work, especially as Amelia Rudolph explores the relationship between movement and
gravity, and intends to stimulate viewers’ awareness of their environments. It brought
together two fields that seem to have little to do with each other to create a unique
work: climbing and dance; the precision and daring of the sport entranced with the
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beauty of expressive movement was something I found inspirational. I see many of
their ideas reflected in my work, especially as Amelia Rudolph explores the relationship
between movement and gravity, and intends to stimulate viewers’ awareness of their
environments. During my research, I had the opportunity to attend a training residency
with the group in San Francisco and observe rehearsals in the studio that involved how
to set up, rig and rehearse on the side of a high-rise building.
Company founder, Amelia Rudolph, drew her inspiration from the Yosemite National
Park, where she completed her first rock climbing in 1989. This form of aerial dance is
not circus-based but rather stems from experimentation of climbing techniques with
modern dance and contact improvisation. For Rudolph, climbing itself when done at
a high level is dance (2012). Through the possibilities of climbing and rappelling, the
dancers explore the relationship between movement and gravity. Her choreographies
draw simultaneously on aerial, vertical and horizontal movement, with the intention
of stimulating viewers’ awareness of their environments. It brought together two fields
that seem to have little to do with each other to create a unique work: climbing and
dance; the precision and daring of the sport entranced with the beauty of expressive
movement was something I found inspirational.
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I see many of their ideas reflected in my work, especially as
Amelia Rudolph explores the relationship between movement
and gravity, and intends to stimulate viewers’ awareness of
their environments. The play with gravity is obvious when you
look back at the repertoire of Project Bandaloop: they perform
800m up in the Yosemites, off of Seattle’s Space Needle, high
over Times Square, on sides of mountains, skyscrapers, and
bridges, often featuring site-specific and purpose-designed
work. Rudolph argues that her continuing fascination with
creating aerial works is because “the rules of gravity are
rewritten and you’re rewriting them as you’re dancing” (2012).
Rudolph suggests
What I do as an artist, dancing with gravity in a way that allows
me and the dancers and people involved to experience gravity
somewhat differently, just a different perspective… Gravity never
takes a lunch break. (interview, 2012)

Rudolph’s work pushes the limits of athleticism, requiring a high
degree of core and upper body strength. Big leaps, or jumps
away from the wall, supported by a top rope and harness,
cannot be made from a horizontal stage. Extended jumps into
the air can last for five or six seconds with the rope slowing
the performer down on the fall back towards the wall. In this
type of performance, it almost appears as though time and
gravity have vanished. Grace, flow and delicacy describe
the possibility of ‘falling upwards’, an action defying gravity
through the effort of the supporting harnesses. She sees the
Image 37: (page before) ‘Project Bandaloop’ courtesy of the artist
Image 38: (this page) ‘rehearsal observation’ Amelia Rudolph and
dancers in their studio in Oakland preparing a new show
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reason for what makes her work so alluring for people is the
somatic awareness we share as humans:
I think audiences, dancers or not, because they have body …
I think that it is vicariously felt inside their body in any dance.
And so when you are seeing us flying…I think they feel it on
some cellular level.... and psychological level. (interview
2012)

Rudolph sees that we all share “a dream about soaring and
flying” and when we see others who appear “to be soaring
and flying” they are acting out “your inner dream wishes”
(2012). She also speaks about the sensation of flow and the
joy she experiences in being suspended: “so sometimes you
are up there, on the wall dancing and you kind of forget it’s
serious … because you feel so light.” Here, she describes the
sensation of being able to jump vertically:
Almost every time I get onto a building or a cliff, even in the
studio though, I feel like a kid. I shout. Sounds are coming out
of me that later I see on film that really silly sounding, but it is
joy. I love it, I still love it - totally. (interview, 2012)

Having been a spectator and participant of her work I can
relate to the joy of both performing and watching. There is
something untranslatable in watching them dance in the
natural environment surrounded by the majestic power of
the mountains. I perceive a deep connection between
emotion and movement, though “which is forthcoming
only when bodily effort is made, and cannot be formulated
Image 39: ‘the great wall’ Rigger and dancers preparing for the first decent on the wall (their performance
space), then after the safety checks the dancers go ‘over the edge’ and rappell down the wall, all
images from this series taken by Photographer: Russya Connor
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in detachment from that effort’’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p.144). Early on in my
research I became acutely aware that this immersiveness could not be squeezed
into a black box…but could I articulate the essence of it?
The renowned circus and aerial scholar Peta Tait suggests that “the aerial body
mimics the sensory motion of and within lived bodies in performance of delight,
joy, exhilaration and elation. Aerial bodies in action seem ecstatic in flesh” (2005,
p. 15).( see watermark and images 40, 41). She believes this corresponds “with
reversible body phenomenologies in the exaltation and transcendence with and
of sensory experience” (2005, p. 15).
Moving from the joy and exhilaration of artistic contributions in suspension, Part
Two discusses several aspects that relate directly to my research.
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Image 40: ‘impressions’(small images) looking down the wall from
the rooftoop, (big picture) company warming up on the
wall.
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Image 41: ‘boundless’ various group formations and jumps.
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The introduction presented my approach to investigate gravity and its poetics
which included a examination of key conceptual underpinnings such as
practice-led reseach and notions of flow, phenomenology and embodiment in
performance, and practice in nature and in performing arts.
Part one was necessary to discuss the more scientific layers of the project that
inform this creative research. The underwater environment is where Gravity’s
apparent absence in underwater environments in contrast with the increased
gravitational pull of suspension in the air provided fertile grounds for the inquiry.
These sections discuss the physiological changes in the two environments,
and relate directly to the creative parts of my research. Adaptation to these
environments demonstrated that training affects perception and leads to
potentially new movement expression.
Part Two now turns to the specific creative components of my research which
emerged in response to the skills, experience and imagination provoked by the
investigations of submergence and suspension.
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PART TWO
Performance Experiments:
From Natural
Environments to the Stage
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Sensory perception is an intrinsic part of a vast interpenetrating web of
perceptions and sensations borne by countless other bodies, which include
animate and inanimate phenomena (Abram, 1997, p. 65). Abram’s “ecological”
perspective is one in which all communicating parties participate, observing that
“in the untamed world of direct sensory experience, no phenomenon presents
itself as utterly passive or inert. To the sensing body all phenomena are animate”
(1997, p. 65).
When I engage in disciplined and lengthy practices in selected environments, I
tap into Abram’s take on an ecological psyche, triggering a dialogue between
my internal world and the world around me. My senses, perceptions and
responses act as interfaces between the environment and myself. Grotowski
stressed, in relation to theatre, that interaction with a human partner is necessary
to allow an individual to access his/her own nature (1999). I argue that a nonhuman partner or force like gravity is equally important in achieving a similar inner
dialogue, as long as one remains truly responsive to the actions and the reactions
of that force. Recognition of the human body’s place within the total ecology of
an environment also indicates a responsiveness to change. Upon reflection, bodily
transformations within these experiments can be seen to alter the substance of
the experience itself and, when the body changes, perception will also change.

Image 42: (page before and watermark) ‘all communicating parties participate’
warming up after an underwater shoot for the white lady clip. Photographer:
Alan Bird
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Laboratory of Awareness
My experiments in immersion and suspension provided sites of investigation or
preparatory laboratories, ultimately leading to theatrical creation. As Schino
points out, such spaces parallel those of science, except that the experimentation
“follows an orbit which, however, cannot be defined with any degree of accuracy”
(2009, p. 29). I see activities unfolding in my ecological laboratories or selected
environments as training and experimentation which involve both a honing of skills
and a re-education of what these landscapes can convey about perception.
The laboratories are also breeding grounds for how I might visualise the creative
manifestation of my play with gravity. Interestingly, the physical performance maker
and researcher Callery (2001) asserts that when it comes to the embodiment of skill
that it “is only through doing that you will understand” (p. 14), outlining a progression
which moves from awareness (skill training) to articulation (performance making).
I follow this paradigm, tasking myself with finding ways to transfer the sensations of
being underwater, apparently without gravity, and up in the air, whereby the pull of
gravity is felt more aggressively, into art.
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Performance Experiments: From Natural Environments to the Stage flows from the
discussion of training/awareness to performance/articulation and includes the
role of ecological theatre as a framing concept to my work. My overall intention
is to capture at least some of this non-human phenomenon of gravity and
landscape in performance, and thus share the “poetics of gravity” with a human
audience.
Over time, I observed that by putting myself into these laboratories, I began
to better understand the visceral potential of both diving and aerial work to
be expressed in poetic means of gesture, movement, voice, film and writing.
Understanding physiological processes helped me to observe with more clarity
how the body, for want of a better word, ‘thinks’. Movement researchers do
contend (along with neuroscientists) that the body does in fact think (Doidge,
2010; Gallagher, 2005; Siegel, 2010). During my experimentation, it became
clear that the physical state of the body, including my emotions, intentions
and expectations, shaped the experience provided by the senses and vice
versa. For example, although I had over ten years without climbing, working
across a long cliff wall is still very familiar, and from my perspective, a profoundly
embodied experience. I deeply felt and maintained a certain sense of balance
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even under precarious circumstances, whether these circumstances were literal
or metaphorical. The developed sense of inner verticality became embodied
knowledge and the ability to deal with panic through a deep sense of trust in
judging my abilities became a transferred benefit.
It is important to reiterate that I understand embodiment as a concept of
knowledge which is embedded within and through the body and the mind that
together are embedded in the surrounding environment.
This interdependence of body and mind in an environment is, of course, felt by a
moving individual and, therefore, I suggest, can be investigated and analysed in
such a context.
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Underwater
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Being underwater involves an inter-subjective, corporeal encounter, wherein my
human body moves within the immensity of the water. Water enfolds the body,
initiating and mediating movement. The mass of water and its resistance to the
actions of a human body are fundamental aspects of the experience. What
I like about descending into the boundless void of the sea is that, while being
conscious of my bodily adaptations and intuitive responses, an awareness of
the world outside the self takes over. Besides the functional challenges required
remaining submerged, water can dismantle, interrupt, support and enhance
movement. I experience space and at the same time, paradoxically, I experience
spacelessness. In my experimentation, I felt a new emotional relationship with
water, which involved calming and supporting sensations, almost like being
embraced by the world, and sensations of falling without ever hitting ground.
Sensations derived from a floating, buoyant body mirror the sensuality arising from
being held and supported by another person, except that in this instance, the
embrace envelops the total physicality of the body. In contrast to being held by
someone, where the voluminous limits of the other body are felt, water encloses
the whole body equally. Even though water pressure changes according to
depth, the pressure felt on the body is itself even. Such a relationship with nature
can induce feelings of peace and contentment, of security and coexistence
within the vastness of the underwater space.

Image 43: (page before)‘falling without falling’ free-diving in Tonga.
Photographer: Erez Beatus
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The paradoxical coexistence of knowledge about the extreme pressure of the
water above me (and its challenges) and the physical perception of a liberating
weightlessness is illuminating. Underwater, there is no bottom or top, only a sense
of perfect equilibrium. As Serres (2008) indicates through the title of his book
The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies, ‘we’ are not detached from
landscapes but amidst them through our ‘mingled bodies’. As the depths of the
sea remain calm, the superficial surface world falls away.
In the underwater world, there is also a sense of being in touch with other life
forms. I feel privileged to be a guest in other creatures’ worlds, rather than feeling
separated from their environment (see image 44, next page ). Although I cannot
be a full-time resident, the idea of ‘belonging’ in a very human sense happens
almost every time I dive. Perhaps the sense of belonging derives from the feeling
of being carried, wrapped and held closely by the water, the softness of the
blue, the three dimensionality of movement, the calm control of breathing or the
absence of breath completely. Such perceptions foster identification with this
watery world, with the beauty and complexity of the ocean and encounters with
its creatures in their natural surroundings. There is an element of surrender to the
water, to its pressure at depth. To keep dissolving into what I am doing and where I
venture generates a metaphorical path into self-discovery.

Image 44: ( next page) ‘invitation to play’, Jurien Bay, WA. One of the many
encounters I had with wild animals, this very curious seal enjoyed dancing
underwater with me. Photographer: Russya Connor
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Going deeper
Initially born out of a limitation I felt
as an artist, I dropped all artificial
equipment to allow a greater sense
freedom of movement underwater.
This had a bigger impact than just
dispensing with equipment.
As already discussed, free-diving
requires deep relaxation to
physically and mentally allow the
mammalian dive response (MDR)
to take over. In time, my body
became used to the sensation of
apnea – the voluntary cessation
of breath. I would surface to
get air when needed, hold
the breath and go below the
surface for several minutes again.
Understanding the physiology
of apnea provides you with the
knowledge to stay emotionally,
mentally and physically calm and
in balance with the demands of
the surroundings.
Image 45: ‘tuning in’, training and
experimenting, C.Y.O’Connor
Beach, Fremantle. Photographer:
Alan Bird
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Through my own experimentation, I can firmly relate to the observation by pioneer
and champion free-diver Pelazzeri: that the “the scuba diver dives to look around.
The free-diver dives to look inside” (2001, p. 137).
The calmer I can stay, the more consciously I can suppress my heart rate, thus
decreasing the speed of depleting my oxygen supply. Breath-holding requires
resisting involuntary spasms in the diaphragm to reinitiate breathing which
happens long before one is ‘out of air’ (Fitz-Clarke, 2006). The moment when
breathing is suspended breaks one of our most elemental or primal rhythms in life
and clearly impacts on how surroundings might be perceived. I noticed that my
peripheral vision opened wider, my heart progressively beat more slowly and my
mind was simultaneously free and focused. I was able to melt into my surroundings
and lose myself in a deep sense of flow. For this period of time underwater,
relaxation, awareness and a heightened self-control allowed me to detach
from the habitual dimensions of time and space that characterises my normal
existence.
This awareness ultimately had an impact on artistic considerations because initial
ideas of theatrical staging and content changed, reflecting this sense of the
acquired (and required) ease and comfort when free-diving. Many free-divers
dive as deep as they can, assuming that depth’s reward is intrinsic. Instead, I
sought immersion in the experiential encounters that being underwater unassisted
offers, with all the attention, presence, choices and perceptions that come with
being inside this landscape.
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Being underwater requires physical and mental realignment. The connection
between the corporeal self and its environment appears seamless and
temporality is infused with a profound sense of timelessness and expansiveness.
Buoyancy calms and placates the nervous system, enabling both body and mind
to access a stiller place of being. Locating physicality underwater provokes a
deep sense of falling and sinking into being. Phenomenologist Iris Marion Young
(2005) suggests that the body achieves unity within itself and the environment
through the vectors of its projected possibilities:
The body’s movement and orientation organizes the surrounding space as a
continuous extension of its own being. Within the same act in which the body
synthesizes its surroundings, moreover, it synthesizes itself. The body synthesis is
immediate and primordial. (p. 37– 38)

Underwater, consciousness tends to expand, since the blueness of the
environment can feel endless and thoughts tend to float with this drift towards
infinitude. Freedom, stillness and racing excitement are recurring states in the
watery laboratory.
These thoughts became helpful in my practical investigations. How could I work to
develop the strength, agility and dexterity to physically ‘speak’ through a diverse
range of ideas, images and vocabularies? How can I use the physical tools
developed, for example, in free-diving, which are now ingrained in my physical
reality and utilise them for the theatre? Where does my truth sit between training
techniques, individual expression and collective cultural resonances?
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To solve such contradictions, I borrowed from the ideas of Grotowski:
It is difficult to express, but the actor must begin by doing nothing. Silence. Full
silence. This includes his thoughts ... if there is absolute silence and if, for several
moments, the actor does absolutely nothing, this internal silence begins and it turns
his entire nature toward its sources … The body becomes the clear reflection of one’s
self. When allowing it to become transparent, it can reveal the physical processes
that represent our inner struggles, discoveries and needs. (2002, p. 251)

Grotowski’s approach to freeing the actor for the act is similar to preparing for a
free-dive with the so-called ‘breath-ups’ and a mental and physical realignment
to the task at hand. Trusting in the psychophysical resources that the body has
developed through training and experience, I turn inwards. During the creation
of all the research-driven creative work, I applied the same principle, creating
a space of calmness and focus as a departure point (see image 46 next page).
I wanted to explore the highly personal experiences of my practices, while
still responding to more universal questions, such as looking for technique and
creativity, knowing and not knowing, precision and freedom. The challenge then
centres on how to translate these unique, specific motions and emotions to a
stage environment.

Image 46: ‘timelessness’ meditating underwater.
Photographer: Alan Bird
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Rising above
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When I was not immersed in the beautiful blue underworld, I tried to leave
the ground. I climbed mountains, trained with Project Bandaloop in the USA
and jumped around in a climbing gym. Additionally, I spent hours upside
down in a circus school.
Again, in this upwardly suspended world, I was faced with the difficulties of
the environment, with unpredictable weather and, when I was envisaging
environmentally specific performances, I had to confront the prospect of
inaccessibility for an audience. Gravity as the great architect of space
encourages us to behave or move in a certain way, reliant on the idea/
experience of verticality, however, in aerial activity, the ephemeral space
through which we communicate and move is paradoxical and thus,
verticality is questioned.
In suspended states, I belong simultaneously to two worlds, being secure
in a groundedness, which predisposes alignment to a singular verticality,
and owning the air, which gives rise to an eclipse of orientation. Alternative
spatiality destabilises assumed behaviour. The aerialist, like the skydiver
and the rock climber, is in a condition of ‘in-between’ up and down, high
and low, vertical and horizontal, all of which are complementary and
contradictory forces.

Image 47: (previous page) ‘Mt Wellington’, Hobart.
Photographer: Russya Connor
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Going over the edge becomes literal, when you
start with a top-down climb decent. It feels slightly
different when you rappel your way up, which is
like you owned the height. On the wall, I stand
up while I lie down, and I fall upwards. Has falling
slowed down or has time been expanded? My
head and whole body seek to return to a normal
sense of verticality, while I execute movements
mainly on the horizontal plane. Leaving the ground
in suspended states initially causes difficulties
in recognising horizontality, as humans mostly
orientate themselves through sight in relation to a
‘ground’.
Michael (2000) even claims that particular
environments “suggest” an array of possible doings
(p. 61). And this suggestion is oriented toward
an active organism that explores its environment
and finds within possibilities of movement, as well
as ways of experiencing and rearticulating the
self. This feedback loop between perception and
subjectivity, proposes an emerging world alongside
the emergence of the person’s awareness of being
in that world and sense of self. What does this
mean when you are dealing with movement in the
air?

Image 48: ‘jumps’ Eastern Sierra.
Photographer: Rafaela Wilson
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Movement orientation in ‘space’ demands a suspension of visual cues in favour of
listening to the body to accommodate to an unfamiliar alignment ( see Image 48)
and this spatial reorientation evokes a polycentric perspective, an awareness of
the major consequences which gravity bears on subjectivity.

Image 49: ‘Movement orientation’ practising vertical cartwheels, Eastern Sierra. Photographer:
Rafaela Wilson

Spatial reorientation creates a pull within an individual, of several conflicting
viewpoints or reference points (up, down, side, front, back) causing altered
relationships to vertical and horizontal perspectives (Image 49).These experiences
reveal complex spatial, embodied, social and habitual contingencies which
are at times directly experienced as contradictory but nonetheless rely on each
component’s interaction – the social relies on the habitual as does the spatial to
the embodied and so on, even if the components are in conflict.
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In this state of contingency, my body was forced to find new ways of moving
and discern any associated meanings of the movement, such as the pairing
of a fear of heights with the exhilaration of flying or of a developing sense of
power associated with height.
These aspects can certainly be understood by individuals participating in
such activities, but what about recreating these sensations aesthetically for
an audience? One reading of these physiological sensations suggests that
a performer can be released from the obligations of a defined space. Being
suspended, whether on a harness or on silk, brings new sets of perceptions
and adjustments, which are not surprisingly, vastly different to those
experienced ‘on earth’. A common response is a strong sense of ‘standing
up while lying down.’ In the tilted world of climbing, an individual needs to
spend time on the wall in order to understand the sensory destabilisation and
relocation. Spatial coordinates (up, down, forwards, backwards) are all topsyturvy. Lightness is always haunted by the pull of gravity.
Suspension in water has parallels to suspension in the air. There is an interesting
difference in the execution of movement between underwater and in the
air, although the movement pattern and possibilities are very similar, and
most positions achieved suspended are possible when being in submersed
conditions as well, yet, the amount of effort or strength needed is quite
distinct. Athletic effort and muscularity (and accompanying emotions) to
move above the ground can initially be quite distinct from the ‘meditative’
active relaxation, achieved underwater when free-diving. Underwater
movement can be expanded, softened or slowed down with ease, while
moving slowly in the air demands a lot more strength.

183

Image 50: ‘playing’ Eastern Sierra. Photographer: Rafaela Wilson
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Image 51: ‘vertical dance practice’ in a climbing gym, Perth. Photographer: Shae Holden

Underwater even the smallest off-centre shift in the weight relationship between
body parts, for example turning from a streamlined posture when diving just by
arching the spine, can change the whole movement. Similar little movements
on a wall can also quickly push one off balance, or make the position not
maintainable.
When performing a vertical dance, a rope is attached to the climbing harness
through which the entire force of gravity is applied at the waist (Image 51). Deep
abdominal muscles have to work hard to ‘stand’ horizontally when the feet touch
a wall. I had to develop different muscles in the process of reorientating myself in
order to attain and sustain agility.
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Although once established and embodied, I experienced a
joy in easily shifting spatiality from being suspended from a
harness or on silks to the movement sensations underwater. A
form of liberation, albeit with a heaviness that is also present
with the weightlessness of submersion, emerged in hanging
above the earth and promoted a self-reflective and focused
state of being. Nevertheless, and not surprisingly, gravity, as I
discovered, is loudly present in the air.
Especially training with silks can be frustrating because of the
exacerbated sensation of body heaviness. In the beginning,
there is little chance of freedom since the focal task lies in
maintaining the body airborne (Image 52). While learning,
movement sequences needs to be broken down into little
steps which is often hard to do because the body lacks the
momentum required to achieve the move. In other words,
the laws of physics get in the way.
Additionally, initial spatial confusion and disorientation made
translating a movement sequence difficult. When the familiar
proprioceptive feedback is confused, only the embodied
experience of the body’s own longitudinal axis (individual
postural perception of the subjective vertical) represents
gravitational verticality. For each complex move through
space along the silk, especially during drops, the subjective
awareness of inner vertical cues becomes paramount. The
Image 52: ‘Keeping airborne’ practising wraps in the studio.
Photographer: Russya Connor
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disorientation is caused by the absence of contact with a
grounding surface where visual and proprioceptive cues no
longer provide the basis of an inner sense of verticality, thus
faced with a loss of normal orientation this sense of an inner
verticality keeps a central reference point in the body. Once
this central reference point is established, the need for the
floor vanishes and I experience absolute trust in my hands,
my positioning in the air and the sequence of movements
(Image 53). This inner verticality needs to be embodied and
become part of a practitioner’s movement language, which
includes the needs to feel safe. Fear influences behaviour, yet
once I gain trust in my physical ability to hold myself, creativity
and expression can emerge. By achieving this orientation
confidence, a new base for perception can develop to create
balance and security and to manifest freedom.
These movement capabilities need to be deeply embodied
to fully use the human propensity to move in a poetic sense.
As long as I am still concerned with ‘how’ to move, there is no
room for the ‘why’, the artistic, poetic sense of transference
or translation. My body is the primary signifier, one of my
languages. Skills and technique, style and expression are the
‘words’ employed to communicate the ideas. This heightened
experiential involvement in the actual physical activity of
suspension and submersion can be seen as crucial parts of my
way to create work and provided interesting challenges in how
to articulate these discoveries in performance.
Image 53: ‘inner verticality’ finding the centre within. Photographer:
Russya Connor

187

The beginnings of
a creative endeavour

I wish to speak to the despisers of

the body.

Let them not learn or teach differently,
but only bid farewell to their own

bodies - and so become dumb.

(Nietzsche, 1969, p.61)
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In fine-tuning my skill level, aiming to achieve an ease and efficiency in free diving,
climbing and aerial silks, I was moving from awareness to articulation. I understand
Bain when he speaks of his love of “the momentary win or lose battle of suspended
movement fighting to maintain its light and upward climb against the gravitational
forces always at work on the body”(cited in Bain & Campbell, 2010, p. 248).
I found myself asking questions like: what is explicit in this awareness, what can I
express, share, what looks interesting, what is my relationship with gravity when
in the air and when underwater? Is it possible to develop enough skill to express
what I would like to say/show, or can I find unique theatrical moments to evoke
experiences of being in the air and underwater? In the ecological laboratories, I
constantly asked myself how my experience related to performance, particularly
how the experiences of training in the natural world might meet the built
environment and the complexity of how the human and non-human relationship to
gravity might also inform the very material of performance.
This is where I mark moving from awareness/training to articulation/performance.
My intention with developing performance/s is to reflect upon subject matter
generated from environmental dimensions and shape those ideas poetically. As
a diver and climber, the orbiting themes involve celebrating and promoting the
natural environment, especially the marine habits and bio-diversity, and drawing out
the relevance that these relationships have to our land-based human lives. I thought
of performance as a means of embodying intensities of experience, which might
be shared with people who may never have had the chance to commune, for
example, with the ocean and its inhabitants directly.

Image 54 ( page 188 and watermark): ‘reflecting on the enviroment’ from the series
‘Die Innenwelt der Außenwelt der Innenwelt’, Starnberger See. Photographer:
Stefan Otto
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Moving towards articulation
In the ecological laboratory, the landscape feeds into my experience, which feeds into
embodiment and my feelings about the experience. In turn, feelings and embodiment
feed back into the relationship with the landscape. I see this as a feedback loop, a
circular causality which resembles Margolis’ suggestion that a performer’s “behaviour
must be sensuous and receptive, because it must interact with the five senses, whose
stimuli create new experience followed by new behaviour” (2002, p. 160).
Additionally, Merleau-Ponty perceives the body in the intersection of a tactile sensation
(outside) and a kinaesthetic sensation (inside), meaning that the perceptual world is
constantly interpreted and seen through a body, projecting its self in the world:
We perceive the world with our body. But thus by remaking contact with the body and with
the world, we shall also rediscover ourself, since, perceiving as we do with our body, the
body is a natural self and, as it were, the subject of perception. (2010, p. 239)

The body’s responsiveness as a physical mechanism (owning the technique whether
it be dance, acrobatics or climbing) must be mastered, but a performer must then
move beyond technique, indeed, learn how to hide technique, so as to be completely
comfortable and engaged in the actual moment of performance. This can be
interpreted as a form of translation.
The notion of translation as transference is visible in the etymology of the word
‘translation’ (from Latin ‘transferre’ – to carry across; übersetzen in German).
Connotations of translation assume a moving across, linking, conveying, and the
word simultaneously bears metaphorical resonances. I apply the term translation to
movement, as in translating a feeling into a movement: “Translation is a transfer of the
message from one language to another” (Sakai, 2005, para. 5). Thus, meaning-making
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in performance can be perceived as translating something that has happened
elsewhere (in this case sensations acquired in nature) and subsequently presented in
a communicative context for an audience.
Translation is often inadequate and may not capture the experience definitively.
However, like poetry, translation has the capacity to locate space where meaning
can be implied and interpreted. Projecting from one environment to the next
can create a new meaning, allowing the experienced concepts to be placed
where they can be elaborated in a theatrical form. This can be seen as a process
“of thinking through materials, each iteration subtly transformed and extended
by translation into another medium” (McKinney & Iball, 2012, p. 124). Yet what
movement says cannot be replaced with written or spoken language entirely and
I additionally argue that changing moving (in nature) to movement (in theatre) is a
complex thing.
As was pointed out in the introduction, movement in performance can be thought
of as the translation of an internal, emotional experience into an external form,
which is all too often trapped in the confines of spoken or written language.
Freeman (2010) explains that:
Explicit content is capable of being expressed linguistically, whilst tacit content contains
elements that stretch and challenge the limitations of this linguistic expression. This
leaves ineffable content as that which can only be utterly beyond the capabilities of
speech and words. (p. 2)

This ineffable content can be interpreted as a gap, whether due to moving from
‘language to language’, text to movement, or experience into performative
expression. So can an original source language make sense when it is rendered in a
distinctly different form?

192

Articulation (performance)
Working in nature, my surroundings
and I were interdependent, impacted
by the weather, influenced by the
flow of water or the hardness of rock.
An awareness of my body and how it
responded to the natural environment
meant that a dialogue emerged
between the human and non-human
worlds. This presence developed
through experiential processes, physical
and sensual contact with specific
environment.
In the words of Schechner (2000) the
environment “surrounds, sustains,
envelops, contains, nests” (p. 3). He
goes on to argue that the environment
is also a “participatory and active
concatenation of living systems. In
terms of planet earth, the environment
is where life happens” (p. 3). When I
encounter an animal underwater it
often feels like a playful exchange as

In order to write a single

verse, one must see many

cities, and men and

things:one must get to

know animals and the

flight of birds, and the
gestures that the little

flowers make when they
open out in the morning

“Letters to a youg poet” (Rilke, 2012)
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I look at the creature and it looks curiously back, but the exchange also extends
to the rough touch of the rock under my hands, the wind caressing my skin, the
ground coming up to meet my feet when I walk, a tree inviting me to climb up
and rest on its branches. All these encounters generate an eco-philosophical shift
in perception as the world speaks back.
As this awareness of the interconnections between all living things grew, I began
to think about interesting ways to capture my experience of peacefulness; a way
to talk/be/think about a connection with nature that involves a profound respect
for the non-human world and a deep sense of self–trust in my abilities underwater
and in the air.
At a certain point in the research, I began to ask how best to frame a creative
outcome from these explorations. I had thought I might have a performance
underwater in the ocean, in an aquarium, on the side of a building and off a cliff
face (all of which I investigated). Interestingly, I was unable to undertake any
of these ideas, partly in the interests of public liability, insurance and financial
constraints. However, I have always been drawn to performance in a traditional
sense, where audience and performer share something together in a marked
and obvious space. Thus, I knew I wanted to share my experiences of gravity and
potentially provoke similar responses in an audience in an established theatre
venue. Questions remained as to whether it would be possible to capture the
sensations of being up in the air or underwater for an audience in a black box
performance space. The works that emerged are directly or indirectly inspired by
the natural landscape as forms of ecological theatre.
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Ecological theatre
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Devastation of nature, abuse of natural resources
and estrangement from the environment are
problems that humans face in various degrees in all
parts of the world. This current environmental crisis
of climate change makes it crucial for people to
reflect how they interact with their environments.
Baz Kershaw (2007) deploys “ecology” as both
a metaphor and theoretical model for thinking
about the complex relationships between theatre,
contemporary media, activism and society,
particularly as we all share a “performance
common with air, water and soil” (p.14). He
continues to stress the interconnectedness of
humans to the non-human world, observing that:
The interrelationship between organisms and
their environments, especially when that
is understood to imply interdependence
between organism and environment. …
Through this ‘relational field’ where everything
is interdependent … we become part of the
environment, and the environment becomes
part of us. (p.15-16)

Image 55, 56: (previous page and watermark) ‘Humpback
whales’ in Tonga, the encounters with these graceful
giants were one of the most humbling experiences
during this research. The moment when two juveniles
initiated contact and decided to dance with me
underwater for over half an hour has had a profound
impact. Since then I feel responsible for our oceans and
their inhabitants. Photographer: Erez Beatus
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Ecological theatre is relatively fluid and can refer
to the way theatre is made (in a sustainable
way) or the topic of the actual piece of theatre
(environmental awareness and/or education) or
that the setting is site specific or responds directly to
ecology. Throughout my research I have danced
around this notion of ecological theatre. Creating
performances that engage with nature and the
human within the landscape fascinates me. The
animate aspects of nature hold the capacity to
expose humans, imaginatively, to other ways of
being in the world. Schechner muses that:
Probably we shall discover more and finer links
between the human agency, the agency of
other living beings and what we not so long ago
believed to be a spate and dumbly operating
nature. (p. xi)

Theatre and performance engage the senses and I
believe strongly that the arts can play an important
role in fostering a connection to and an awareness
of our fragile planet.
A notion in Romanticism perceives the Landschaft
(scenery, countryside or territory) as symbolic of the
internal representations of the soul.
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Can this resemblance be encapsulated in a
performance? Can the ecological landscape
be analogous with the inner emotional
landscape? Merleau-Ponty describes what
might be said to be a re-entry to landscapes
where knowing may begin:
To return to things themselves is to return
to that world which precedes knowledge,
of which knowledge always speaks,
and in relation to which every scientific
schematization is an abstract and delicate
sign-language, as is geography in relation
to the countryside in which we have learnt
beforehand what a forest, a prairie or a river
is. (1962, p. viii)

The notion that the relationship to the
landscape influences how we are, will logically
affect the artistic practice. The following
statement of Una Chaudhuri (2006) relates to
my ethos of greater respect for place, space
and the non-human world: “who one is and
who one can be, are a function of where one
is and how one experiences that place”(p. xii).
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Upon reflection, I realised that the concepts of
eco-theatre were integral to every experiment
carried out in my laboratories in the natural
environment. Activism may at some time have
a place in my work, but at the moment I am
more concerned with enabling traces of the
non-human world in what I create. Although
the ecological message of respect for the
environment plays a significant motivational
aspect for me, I am aware that it is unlikely
to provoke a deep ecological impact on the
audience.
On the other hand, brief moments of
revelation for an audience might result in
a changed relationship with an aspect of
their environment. There is the hope that
performances could recalibrate society
towards considering more sustainable means
since, in my opinion, many longstanding
human endeavors have endangered a
plethora of species, including the human
race.

A portfolio of
articulation
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The following describes the beginnings of a performative rendering of being under
water or up in the air through a series of performances in which I was involved that
encapsulates various elements of my research. These performances informed,
in different ways, the final piece of my research, the performance Sea Inside, in
which I was able to include and capture most closely my awareness of gravity in
these states.
In creatively rendering the experience of being submerged and suspended,
I have given each event and experience a particular voice to distinguish the
what, how and why with the occasional interjection of conceptual or analytical
framing. Within the continual processes of meaning-making, simple ideas tended
to intersect and forge new connections to construct increasingly complex and/or
nuanced ideas about embodiment and perceptions in different environments.
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The artistic or performative representation of these complexities is limitless and so it
is only right that I present a portfolio of works which developed and were inspired
by the research process. I see this as very much a reflexive loop embedded in the
practice-led research methodology explained by Christopher Crouch:
Adopting a reflexive viewpoint allows an understanding of the creative process from a
subjective viewpoint, revealing a dynamic relationship between the context, construction
and the articulation of the act. (2007, p. 107)

Image 57: (page 200) ‘dreams’ Being underwater detaches us from the everyday. The
connection between self and environment seems indivisible. These images are stills taken
from my short films.
Image 58:’sleeping’ Water invites us to surrender to a profound sense of timelessness, a sense of
falling and sinking into being. Director: Russya Connor
Image 59: (next page) ‘I want to go deeper’ Director: Russya Connor
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Short films
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Video 1 : Sculptures on the Street (HD digital film dimension variable)
This 5 minute clip provides snippets from the most poignant moments of the original film (18 minutes)
which was projected in a continuous loop on 4 x 5 metres wall in a darkened gallery space.
To activate please scroll over the Image.
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Over an eight-month period, weather
permitting, an underwater cameraman,
Alan Bird, and I went out to sea and
captured underwater movement
sequences on film. The filmic medium
attempted to arrest personal experience
and to reveal something of the
inspirational dimension of total immersion
in the ocean. Additionally, if during my
interviews the divers had suggested a
certain movement or activity (such as
banking down like birds underwater, an
exhale dive or a salto against a wall)
which I had not personally experienced
before, I put myself in this situation during
my experimentations phase.

Image 60: (page 204) ‘submersion’
Image 61: ‘floating’ The images here
are stills taken from the ‘red videos’
appearing in Blau and Sculptures
on the Street, dealing with
buoyancy, floating and stillness.
Image 62: (next page) ‘standing in water’

Those film sequences were viewed as
documentation, reflection and material
with which to work. There are substantial
challenges in capturing images for both
practical and artistic reasons. The coast
of Western Australia is not known for good
visibility and calm waters. Murky waters,
strong currents and practical aspects for
filming like sun glare often impeded the
shoots and obscured the lucid essence
that we sought to capture.
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My editing of this material
resulted in several underwater
films that became visual
layers incorporated into three
performances, Blau, Sea in Me
and Sea Inside; and another
series featured in an exhibition
of sculptural works at the
Fremantle Arts Festival event
Sculptures on the Street in
2012. Other films were shown
at the Australian Dance Week
and at the short underwater
film festival Necujno-Silently in
Belgrade in October 2013.

Image 63: child interacting with the projections at Sculptures on the Street: This installation looked to evoke the sense of
placing ourselves in space of transient, fleeting and provisional nature. Photographer: Russya Connor
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Image 64: ‘people at the opening party’ interacting with the projections at Sculptures on the
Street, video sequence from the white lady clip. Photographer: Russya Connor
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Blau
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Video 2 : video clip Blau.
This 3.5 minute clip provides snippets from the most poignant moments of the original film (13 minutes),
combining the stage performance with layered media from the projected images.
To activate please scroll over the Image.

My sensory ecological
laboratory investigations in
conjunction with the material
from the expert interviews
acted as an improvisational
structure for developing the
choreographic work Blau.
This work was performed with
the Link dance company, a
graduate company based
at the Western Australian
Academy of Performing Arts
(WAAPA) at Edith Cowan
University under the artistic
direction of Michael Whaites.

Image 65: (page 210) ‘Blau1’ water
and reflection; photos of LINK
dance company are taken
during the performance in
November 2011.
Image 66: ‘Blau 2’ production shot.
Photographer: Russya Connor
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Image 67: ‘rehearsal documentation’ kinaesthetic responses
to the poetic describtion of the experts. Photographer:
Russya Connor

I had the opportunity to
work with the dancers for
a studio showing at the
end of the 2012. I was
given certain parameters
such as timeframe (twelve
minutes in length) and
(only) 15 hours of studio
time with the dancers.
However, I was left
relatively free to approach
the choreography in
whatever way I wanted
and so a central aim was
to attempt to recreate
the sensual qualities
encountered underwater
in a different medium
(dance) and combine the
resultant movement with
underwater images.
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Starting points
Prior to rehearsals with the dancers, I gathered the music, the underwater movement
sequences captured on film, several statements made by my experts and the costumes
as points of departure to structure the choreography. The music (Alva Nota, Amon Dül
and Thomas D) evoked certain aspects of my personal underwater experience, ranging
from blissful calmness to joyful disorientation. I aimed for a soundscape that would trigger
intimations of an alternative world filled with a sense of freedom.
The selected and edited video clips traced my journey through the initial discoveries of
walking in the water and dissolving into a new world, then directing focus on sensations
of floating and being immersed. These images were projected onto the back wall with
the dancers throwing shadows on the images as they passed across the space. However,
as the stage lights in the studio could not be dimmed or replaced the significance of the
images was diminished. I did however, make the costumes in the same colour theme
as the costume I was wearing underwater, in order to
draw the audience’s attention to the projected images,
implying that the dancers were fellow travellers in the
water.
I was interested in how these young performers would
physically translate my ideas and images into workable
material, particularly since they had stated that they
had not experienced the same states of immersion,
buoyancy and flotation. Not only were they non-divers
Image 68: ‘rehearsal documentation 2’ dancers with
projections on back wall. Photographer: Russya Connor
Image 69: (next page) ‘waterflower’ this images is a still taken
from the video Blau after post production (where it was relayered with the projections), By Russya Connor
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but also some even had problems staying afloat in the water. And so in
the studio my task was to try to recreate an imagined sense of zero gravity
in order to replicate in some way the sensation of being submerged and
suspended and to inspire movement creation. The structured thematic
improvisation included the following exercises as provocations:
Create an inversion that spirals around its centre of gravity
Imagine a moment were you feel free from gravity
Sink into gravity and explore the motion arising from that
Find a movement that represents freedom, upliftedness or ecstasy

These improvisational exercises invited the performers’ kinaesthetic responses
for what they might reveal about the essential nature of gravity/ buoyancy.
I asked the dancers to improvise on free-diving underwater images. After
creating general movement sequences, the last two sections of the
choreography were mainly based on working with quotations from the
experts that struck me for their poetic resonances. The dancers’ responses or
translations of these statements in movement expression (a technique known
as kinaesthetic response) formed the basis of the second part of the dance
piece.
I particularly sought physical translations of underwater movement and how
those could be transposed onto the firmness of the studio stage without
losing too much of the watery qualities.
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Ultimately, the choreography was a compilation of what the dancers offered in
improvisation – moments, gestures, images – and phrases that I partly created, partly
manipulated until I was happy with the shape of the dance piece as a whole. I relied
heavily on a technique developed by Pina Bausch which is a process of “letting the
form emerge organically from the material – not forcing it to conform into a preconceived shape” (cited in Climenhaga, 2013, p. 86). This process was incorporated in
my other works, including Sea Inside.
Although I aimed to communicate my experiences of the serenity of floating with the
audience, what the work ‘actually’ conveys, like any piece of art, is subjective and,
thus, cannot be anticipated. However, the dancers implied immersion and floating,
especially in the slowness of the opening, where their swaying offered the impression
of being together underwater. The dance also played with speed, sometimes with
dancers in unison and, at other times, in isolation, which I quite enjoyed as this
suggested a temporal displacement of being underwater. Other moments delved
into how the body ‘separates’ the water and what it is to lose contact with a stable
surface.
Developing Blau represented a stepping-stone
in learning about how my ideas might become
effectively translated into movement and into
a performative expression. Not surprisingly, I
found that it was not easy to transpose different
Image 70: ‘drifting’ still taken from the video Blau
Image 71: (next page) ‘Blau 3’ production shot.
Photographer: Russya Connor
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subjective gravitational experiences onto the bodies of others in a studio environment.
The gravitational conditions were an expected limitation in translating a changed inner
sense of verticality for the viewers. Might such limitations be solved through suspending
the dancers from the ceiling in future explorations, and can projections be used in a
more effective way to create a greater sense of immersion?
The challenge remained to grasp a changed inner sense of orientation that appears to
be untied to gravity in a physical space where gravity exerted its force. So it was back
to the drawing board, the oceanic laboratory, to try other approaches that might draw
out more effectively the aesthetic aspects of the liquid world.

Sea in Me
Western Australian Middle Eastern Dance Festival
(WAMED) 2012
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I was invited to create a solo dance for the
Western Australian Middle Eastern Dance Festival
and used this opportunity for my next research
related performance. In contrast to projections
forming a backdrop in Blau, I explored using
video material as a projection on the body. I
wondered if this approach could capture the
immersive and sensory experience of the ocean.
The undulating movements and soft elements
found in oriental dance bear a resemblance to
moving underwater. Additionally, I concentrated
the choreography on the water flower exercise,
an exercise for the fluidity of movement, where
the feet are planted but the rest of the body
moves like kelp underwater. I also tried to capture
the interconnectedness between the ocean’s
creatures and myself, by projecting their images
on my body, so it appeared that the underwater
was moving with and on me. It was relatively easy
to choose the film sequences, yet the execution
of the projection proved to be technically
complex and dependent on the quality of the
projectors. At the time, I was not aware of the
huge differences in quality in luminosity, brightness
Image 72: (previous page)‘Sea In Me 1’
Image 73: Sea In Me 2’
Image 74: (next page)‘Sea In Me 3’ production shots all
by Photographer: Wayne Eddy
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and clarity between different projectors. When tested in
the studio, the projection threw clear underwater images
on my body yet on the day of the actual show, I realised
that the projector provided was not going to be able to
support the image quality I had imagined; the luminosity
of the projector lamps was not bright enough to really
bring out the colours of the clips (see Images 73 and 74).
In addition the projector was moved slightly during the
show which meant I had to try and find in the moment
of performing the right angle for the projection. These
setbacks made me realise that bringing nature into a
theatrical space required adequate time and assistance
from an audio-visual technician to make the projections
effective because the incorporation of multi-media was a
technically complex operation.
Interestingly, after the experiences of Blau and Sea in Me,
I was less interested in including dance in the final piece
of the research. By this stage, I wanted to pay tribute to
all the discoveries I had made during the research in my
oceanic and aerial laboratories and stretch myself as a
performance maker (and performer). Moreover, I needed
to flesh out what might be the best way to capture the
sensations and experiences of the air and water. I felt
compelled to isolate and abstract movement instead of
being bound to a specific somatic language to translate
felt sensations to performative meaning-making.
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Wall dance

221

Perception of aerial movement
Often aerial performances create a spatial illusion
of a sense of detachment and lightness for the
spectator. The work of Peta Tait (2005) is instructive
here as it relates to my goals for the performance.
Tait notes that:
A spectator will ‘catch’ the aerial body with
his or her senses in mimicry of flying, within a
mesh of reversible body-to-body (or –bodies)
phenomenology. In this visceral catching,
motion and emotion converge (p.141).

One prominent consideration throughout the
research was relocating the limits of the body and
associated attitudes in the natural environments in
a performance situation.
Visual and kinetic pleasure for the viewer arises
partly out of artistic risks taken by an exposed
body. This element of risk could be why most
people who are not actively involved in those
activities, perceive the aerial realm as dangerous,
fragile or daunting. Seeing aerialists perform
often seems to induce visceral reactions similar
to those produced with tactile stimuli or exposure
to heights (Soden, 2003; Tait, 2005). The physical
immediacy of bodies in movement demands
a reciprocal bodily awareness from spectators

Image 75: (previous page) ‘standing sideways’
rehearsing for Wall Dance in a climbing gym.
Image 76: ‘upside down fun’ Photographer:
Georgia Faulkes-Taylor
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during a live performance (Tait, 2005) and creates
visceral responses to the visual stimuli, whether as thrill
or fright:
The aerial body mimics the sensory motion of and
within lived bodies in performance of delight, joy,
exhilaration and elation. Aerial bodies in action
seem ecstatic in flesh. (Tait, 2005, p. 15)

Image 77: ‘prepare to fly’ Photographer:
Georgia Faulkes-Taylor

This viscerality can be, as Tait (2005) suggests, socially
and/or psychologically conditioned. Different
factors, like prior kinaesthetic experience and
sensory memories or social experience of motion,
can make the image of motion meaningful. So
it is fair to say that the interpretative significance
depends on the accumulated personal histories
of body movement. Edmund Jacobson (1967), a
neuroscientist who derived new understandings
from electrophysiological measurements discovered
that emotional responses are rooted in finely tuned
kinaesthetic awareness. A performing body is
received with bodily sensations linked to spectators’
prior experiences that involve physiological and
psychological activity. Pakes elaborates further on
phenomenal experience by suggesting that the
phenomenon of dancer to audience exists “on the
way it feels to perform or witness a leap, lunge or
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fall to the floor, or follow a phrase or movement from its
initiation to completion”(2006, p. 90). Spectators might
experience the performer’s bodily feelings, registering
perhaps a spatial change and corresponding altered
perception.
After the completion of my two dance pieces, I began
to work on a vertical dance piece working in a similar
structure to Blau. Until the completion of this PhD it is still
without production, but it directly informed a later piece,
Public Space. I wanted to mirror my underwater films
dancing on a cliff wall up in the Kimberley’s or coastal
cliff face just above the water.
I experimented being suspended physically in nature
which evoked many rapid-fire associated images,
thoughts, feelings and sensations: a pendant,
not touching earth, an unearthly feeling of being
somewhere in between, and the freedom of angels.
My emerging work was akin to a collaboration with
nature itself, exploring the collaboration rather than
deriving a point of departure with an interpretation of a
text. Constructing theatrical images from the sensations
arising and weaving together the results more closely
resembled the unfolding of a dream.

Image 78: ‘leap’
Image 79: (next page) ‘promo for wall dance’
all by Photographer: Georgia Faulkes-Taylor
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How Close Do You
Want Me?

These aerial explorations into suspension and spatiality

226

Video 3: How close do you want me? video clip
This 3 minute clip provides snippets from the most poignant moments of the original (12 minutes) and
documents a rehearsal of the production which, because of the darkness, could not be recorded.
To activate please scroll over the Image.

These aerial explorations into suspension
and spatiality were the inspiration for “How
close do you want me?” presented at the
PROXIMITY festival in Perth in February 2012.
PROXIMITY was Australia’s ﬁrst micro-festival
of one-on-one art/theatre/performance
which premiered in Perth at the Blue Room
Theatre. Taking place in domestic and
theatrical spaces that included a men’s
urinal, a storeroom, a kitchen and a shower,
PROXIMITY 2012 involved a series of short
performances to form a confronting,
elevating and unique site-specific production.
My work explored and celebrated intimate
exchanges between an artist and a
single audience member through aerial
work and poetry while enveloped in near
darkness, producing a somatic and vertical
reorientation of the meeting point between
two bodies.

Images 81-84: ‘Suspension1-4’ production shots.
Photographer: Ashley de Prazer
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The initial idea for the performance came from
childhood memories of growing up in an old house
with my extended family. My grandmother used
to read the Grimms’ gruesome bedtime stories
again and again to me. I can still sense the tension
between feeling safe and scared to death when
I was transported into a suspended world of ‘in
between’. There were also prayers and stories
in which angels would surround my bed at night
and watch over me in the dark, helping me to fall
asleep. I began to explore the different meanings
of the word suspend: firstly to hang something
from above, especially so that it can swing freely,
secondly to stop something or make something
ineffective, usually for a short time and thirdly to
hang over or above something (“Encarta® World
English Dictionary”, 2010).
The performance How Close Do You Want Me?
also draws on Serres’ book Angels – a modern
myth where he explores a notion of the angel as
a messenger that exists in the in-between space
of being and not being (1995). In the Dunesier
Elegien I, Rilke describes the shocking intensity
of embracing an angel, raising the question of
whether a human being would be able to register

229

such an experience and suggests that this
form of intimacy involves a kind of death.
In German, the meaning encompasses
vergehen (an elapse) in the overwhelming
presence of an angel’s Dasein (state of
being). I wanted to try to recreate this
emotional state of the in-between of presence
and absence. I am aware that often vertical
relationships are traditionally associated with
higher beings such as angels, but also with a
more worldly power or authoritative figure, like
a parent, a king or a despot. Thus verticality,
especially in being above someone else,
means hierarchy, power and dominance. I
was not interested in projecting such feelings
in my performances, rather, I was interested in
exploring the in-between space in verticality,
control and flight, freedom and liberty. Yet, I
am aware that being above might not only
infer flight or freedom, but also dominance
over a viewer. Thus I played with the audience
member’s unsettling sense of being watched
and of listening in darkness and how this might
challenge his/her comfort and safety in order
to invoke experiences with intimacy and
proximity.

Don’t be afraid to suffer, return that heaviness to the earth’s
own weight, heavy are the mountains, heavy are the seas.

Wer, wenn ich schriee, hörte mich denn aus der Engel Ordnungen?
und gesetzt selbst, es nähme einer mich plötzlich ans Herz:
ich verginge von seinem Dasein.

Denn das Schöne ist nichts als des Schrecklichen Anfang, den
wir noch grade ertragen, und wir bewundern es so, weil es gelassen
verschmäht, uns zu zerstören.

Ein jeder Engel ist schrecklich.

“Dunesier Elegien” (Rilke, 1923)
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I began each performance tucked away
in a blue silk cocoon hanging from the
ceiling and the audience member lying flat
on a mattress on the theatre floor. I then
unravelled in the suspended silks whispering
“Listen, voices. Voices. Listen to the voice of
the wind and the message that forms itself
out of silence” (“1.Dunesier Elegie,” Rilke,
1923).
I gave each spectator a choice and I asked
them three times if I could come closer.
I could often sense whether they would
give over to the experience or if they were
afraid of the dark. I adjusted my voice
and my distance. Most people said yes to
my question, some stayed silent (most not
knowing if they were in fact allowed to
answer) and only one or two spectators said
no. Most people allowed me to kneel close
to their head while I whispered in their ear
“Whom will you cry to?” (“Lament,” Rilke,
2014). I would then pause and wait for an
answer. One person replied that she would
cry to her sister and another that they had
Image 84: ‘opening scene’
Photographer: Ashley
de Prazer

never thought about to whom they might
cry. Another person said that he had no one
to cry to. I then left their physical proximity
and moved away saying “Don’t be afraid
to suffer. Watch and the land grows distant
in your sight” (“Sonnets”, Rilke, 1997) and
finally “I have to leave and so will you”
(Connor, 2012). The performance ended
with my exit, and then went to be repeated
for the next audience member. From my
hiding place sometimes I would hear people
whisper “thank you” in the dark. The entire
performance of Proximity lasted four hours
and within that I performed my routine four
times per hour.
I was curious about the effects of spatial
intimacy, in this case, through vertical
suspension. How did this verticality relate
to Serres’ angel as a messenger? Perhaps
intimacy is an internal ‘movement’ towards
someone else or of a shared restricted
space? Unlike the relationship between
audience and performer in a traditional
theatrical setting, the meaning-making
Image 85: ‘cocoon’ Photographer: Ashley de Prazer
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process of a one-on-one performance is
determined by a direct encounter between
the performer and the audience member.
A one-on-one performance provides an
extraordinarily semi-permeable membrane
between a performer and her audience.
This kind of intimacy can be simultaneously
exciting and frightening. In addition to the
provocations of one-on-one performance, I
tested the boundaries further by approaching
the audience in the dark, falling softly from
above towards the body in the bed. The
work involved unsettling spatial assumptions
about intimacy. The intention of diminishing
the audience member’s reliance on sight was
to encourage a full sensory awareness, with
feeling flowing from and through the action
and to fully challenge the notion of distance
and proximity, knowing and feeling. I feel very
privileged that through this suspension, I could
create and challenge moments of intimacy.

Image 86: ‘intimacy’ Photographer: Ashley de Prazer
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Public Space
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This show, which was initially
conceived by Mark Storen
and directed by Renee
Newman-Storen, consisted of
a perambulation through the
Cultural Centre precinct, during
which the audience encountered
small, interconnected vignettes of
performances or incidents which
took place in twelve locations.
Each ‘happening,’ which sprung
up amidst the passing Fringe
Festival traffic, was intended to
prompt reflection on expectations
of inhabiting public spaces.

Image 87: (previous page) ‘walking up a wall’ production shot Public
Space, Courtyard at the State Theatre Centre, Perth. Photographer:
Georgia Faulkes-Taylor
Image 88: ‘slow walk’ temporal displacement discovered underwater.
Photographer: Alan Bird

Together the director and I spoke
of how I might contribute to the
performance in particular how
the temporal displacement
experienced underwater (see
Image 88) could manifest in a ‘slow
walk’, a walk based on the training
methods by Japanese theatre
director Tadashi Suzuki (1986). I am
familiar with this method involving
rigorous discipline and constant
practice and that for Suzuki,
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awareness of the feet and their relationship
to the performer’s ‘centre’ is the primary
focus for the actor. A concentration on the
slow motion of the feet and its connection
to my sense of centre of gravity enabled
me to maintain this sense of temporal
displacement from the regular pace of the
public’s activity around me (see image 89).

Image 89: ‘turtle’ children enjoying the slow walk with me.
Photographer: Michael Whaites

The performance had dedicated
audience members who were provided
with instructions, a map and a timeline but
my role was to continually walk through
the public space. The slow walk produces
a contemplative state, where outer time
becomes irrelevant or, in fact, incredibly
significant in its juxtaposition with the pace
of everyone else who appear to be running
in comparison.

The audience would be positioned, at times, to see me more clearly than members of the public
and so the audience were also encouraged to view themselves as active participants in the
performance. This also meant that unsuspecting audience members of the public were also
surprised by my presence and often interacted and engaged with me as I walked at a snail’s
pace through the public square. During one performance I overheard a young girl ask her
mother, “That lady is walking as slow as a turtle, can I walk with her?” The little girl came over and
joined me. I found this sense of play and the imaginative capacity of the young child who saw
nothing surprising at all by my behaviour, to be very moving (Image 90).
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The slow walk through the public space culminated
in a short vertical movement piece that turned
the walls of the State Theatre courtyard into a
performance space, again linking with the concept
of seeing unfamiliar aspects in familiar places. The
audience encountered a person sleeping on the
wall, waking up and then interacting with them, and
finally descending. As this persona, I explored notions
of connecting with the audiences from above (see
Images 90 and 92 ), exploring joyous moments. This
façade, as a public space, became a site of a
sensory and gravitational experience, intended to
reframe their perceptions of the built environment.
Practical considerations need to be taken
into account when creating a vertical dance
performance. Firstly, the work needs to fit into the
available space on a building; secondly, wind speed
and direction need to be consulted (which proved
not to be an issue as it was in a court yard); and,
thirdly, rope length and swing curvature needed
to be measured in relation to the narrowness of the
space. The rope enforces its own choreographic
regime by allowing me a certain distance to run with,
jump off the wall and a certain pull towards the wall,
all depending on my distance to the anchor point.
Image 90: ‘resting’ production shot Public Space.
Photographer: Georgia Faulkes-Taylor

Image 91: Rigging for Public Space: Removable set up at the
Stage Theatre Centre, Perth; the rope is hold in place only
by knots. Photographers: Russya Connor and Rigger Rus
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Creating vertical work means dealing with
all technical details in setting up a space not
normally used for performance and this was
a new experience for me. In addition I had to
extend my experience of rock-climbing, where
the movements occur in relation to the natural
surroundings. Accommodating a completely
flat human-made wall implies a different kind of
human encounter.
As I perceive it, vertical dance requires the
adaptation of references to co-existing and
conflicting spatial orientation. Spatial reference
is contingent on the movement I am performing.
Thus a new definition of standing up is required
when the floor tips up by 90 degrees. I think this
experience is nicely elaborated on by Kate
Lawrence:
Image 92: ‘meeting in air’ interacting with the
audience. Photographer: Warren Flynn

The vertical dancer constantly shifts 				
positions in her attempt to inhabit a space 			
of multiplicities where her hyper-perceptive body 		
might become a locus of the understanding and 		
conception of intersecting knowledges. (2010, p. 49)

I discovered how familiar I am with this “conflicting position” as long as I have a wall to bounce
against. Rock climbing is the ‘oldest’ of my suspended physical activities, thus this encroachment
of different positions on each other seemed natural to me.

These suspended experiences prompted me to think of240
its incorporation into the final work addressing
gravity and look for the common aspects in suspension and submersion.
This research journey has affected my range of movement and transformed my visceral sense of self.
Nearing the end of my research now, the way I perceive my own psycho-physical reactions to risk,
height, suspension, submersion, breath hold and so forth has impacted not only on my body but also on
my mental and physical attitude towards my environment. Being beneath the surface of the water or
above the ground encouraged me to think differently about the interrelationship between humanity and
the non-human. Simultaneous immersion and separation encapsulates a radically different concept of
experience where falling is indistinguishable from, and continuous with, floating. The culmination point for
these experiences was the application of both scientific and poetic findings from the ‘laboratories’ in the
creation of Sea Inside.
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Sea Inside
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Video 4: Sea Inside
This 10min clip provides snippets from the most poignant moments in relation to the original 50 minute,
full length version and documents the performance combined with layering of different angles and
projection to recreate something of the fluid nature of the performance.
To activate please scroll over the Image.
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Every creative act involves a leap into the void. The leap has to occur at the right
moment and yet the time for the leap is never prescribed. In the midst of a leap,
there are no guarantees. (Bogart, 2001, p. 133)

After numerous attempts to develop and present my final project in a space
that might elicit a direct sensory experience of the laboratories (in an aquarium,
in a quarry, in the ocean) I was, in fact, happy to secure a traditional black
box theatre. The Blue Room Theatre’s mandate supports independent and
emerging works and provides support with advertising and production, which
together became a beneficial setting to frame my practice. Primarily a physical
theatre performer and secondly a dancer, diver and rock climber, means that
interdisciplinary theatre forms a natural progression for my experiences. I find that
by fusing skills together, the different disciplines inform and expand upon each
other. Additionally, The Blue Room Theatre is one of the few theatre spaces in
Perth, Western Australia, which allows rigging, even though its ceiling height is only
4.2 meters. As I wanted to integrate aerials into the show, it was essential to find a
theatre venue that met safety standards.
However, there were no rigging points on the Blue Room’s walls and not enough
height to accommodate the rope length to move freely on a harness in vertical
dance style, so by a process of elimination, the circus silk evolved to be the
element of suspension. A ‘traditional’ silk performance requires a minimum length
of eight metres to execute certain drops, so I knew my movement repertoire

Image 93: (page 242 and watermark) ‘me’ the image is a still taken from the ‘white lady’ video.
By Russya Connor
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would be restricted. Despite this constraint, I wanted to investigate creative ways
to express something of the human experience of scientific knowledge associated
with gravity, so I accepted the limitations.
The following questions arose from these limitations: What could I gain from
returning to the traditional theatre with an unconventional and complex task of
representing submersion and suspension and offering a tribute to the beauty of
the natural world? Could I bring the contemplative dimension of an underwater
experience onto the stage? Could I emulate landscapes that are so opposite
to the built environment within a built environment? Could I convey what is
essentially a solitary internal experience to an audience?
Interestingly, the title, Sea Inside, emerged early in my research. I wanted to
somehow evoke the ocean within us, as well as to intimate the interconnectivity
to the terrain (Landschaft) around us. The phonetic overlay of ‘sea’ and ‘see’
enabled the further suggestion of peering into our understandings of the world,
internally and externally. While my intention for Sea Inside involved sharing aspects
of my experiences in nature, I was also aware of the critical distance that lies
between personal experience and re-imagining that experience in a theatrical
context. I aimed for a performative translation of air, space and time which
enabled the audience to approach sensations of weightlessness and physical
freedom emanating from worlds of underneath and above that they might have
never experienced before. The challenges I had set myself were daunting.
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Thoughts, Ideas, Intentions
In November 2012, I had access to four weeks’ creative development in a studio.
During this time my portfolio of experience, all of the material that I had gathered
and developed, underwent continual adjustments. I questioned whether a
dramaturgical point of view consisting of a ‘simple’ translation of an experience
might generate work that is interesting and, on the other hand, whether too much
abstraction might result in a loss of tangible connectivity for the audience. The
challenge was to find a balance between direct transposition and a re-alignment
in poetic expressiveness to convey the ‘drama’ of fluctuating encounters with
gravity. Thematically, I focused mainly on encounters with the natural world, of
human connectivity with and desires of the landscape and, most significantly,
how these relationships are subtly shaped by our physicality. I wanted to create
a sense of the living complexity of marine and aerial ecologies and of being
human within these spaces. The nature of contemporary performance embraces
the fragmented structure of bricolage over linearity (Boisvert, 2010), so seeking to
create a character for a dramatic encounter just did not feel right. Equally, I had no
intension of challenging any theatrical traditions or norms of performance practice.
The most significant aspect in forming the fragmented bricolage of the work was
my determination to refrain from transmitting predetermined meaning to the
audience. That decision enabled a freedom to stay connected with the sensuality
and corporeality experienced in the natural environment.
Accepting this perspective freed me up to construct a theatricality that was about
sensation and the senses, of contemplation and a sense of immersion. Creating
an ecological theatre with soft and smooth sensations as its form moved in the
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direction of the unfolding of dream logic. My relationship to the work was akin to
my training with nature itself and the sense of awe which pervaded the experience.
My movement within the performance ecology of the theatre’s built environment,
aimed to evoke an awareness of gravity’s influence on the subjectivity and selfidentity of viewers and the performer. In experimenting with art’s ability to transcend
the confines of logic and literal representation and to offer glimpses of something
beyond, I strove to reveal a deeper understanding of the rapport that can emerge
between humans and their environment.
The trick was how to do this. Could I find poeticised moments that speak from the
self, but which symbolise larger concerns about the perception, experience and
expression of the ever-present source of gravity?

In The Studio
The location of art is found in the gap between possibility and actuality/materiality
or, in the words of Freeman (2010), in “the absence of fixity” (p.195). There was a
commitment to let the form organically emerge from the material. As such, my goals
resonated with the German theatre director Falk Richter’s statement about praxis:
“When we lock ourselves into the rehearsal space, we really create the play as we
go. When we start, we cannot say exactly what the outcome will be” (2011, p. 4).
In reflection, I can see how Bausch’s technique of asking her performers associative
questions around the themes helped me in my process (Climenhaga, 2013),
prompting me to consider alternative ways of connecting, for example, with the
projected visual material. In the final product, I can also see that the work’s focus lay
in the exchange between inner and outer experience (Handke, 1992). Additionally,
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my decision to concentrate on process, participating concretely in the here and
now, links equally with the experience of flow, while keeping in mind the dictum
that “process is a conversation between spontaneity and discipline” (Schechner,
2000, p. 132). This concentration also links back to the ways in which Bausch’s
performances delve “into a world and work […] to uncover hidden forms and
expression”(as cited in Climenhaga, 2013, p. 60).
Overall, my embodied knowledge influenced the way I worked in the studio with
elements of German theatre traditions, Grotowski and Suyardamo surfacing in the
explorations. For Grotowski (1999) the body during performing becomes the clear
reflection of one’s self, making transparent the physical processes that represent a
specific human being and conceived, in the phenomenological sense, as the livedbody. As performance is necessarily an embodied art form, the lived body contains
experiential knowledge, or as Leavy specifies “the entire body can be viewed
as an experiential and memory repository for what we ‘know’” (2008, p.183). So
translating the data from my gravitational explorations through a poetic form of
theatre helped to “evoke different meanings from the data”(Leavy, 2008, p. 64).
I embraced complexities and contradictions and discovered that not everything
that happened during the research can readily be translated into creative
expression. On the other hand, accidental elements often became interesting. For
example, on one occasion my unintended entanglement in the silks while trying
to execute a sequence led to the idea of speaking Rilke’s poetry while hanging in
the air. The suspended, upside down moment created a feeling of solitude which
seemed apt for the textual imagery.
The studio process involved improvisations, explorations and exploitations, primarily
arising from my own physical memories of experiences, supported by notes, images
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and diary entries. I also had the filmed underwater sequences, which I reedited
once I had confirmation for the use of two high quality projectors to project on the
floor and onto a wall. The decision to follow a contemplative, meditative approach
for the presentation suggested that I, as the performer, needed to be embedded
in vibrant imagery as the first step to conveying the sensation of immersion.
I set myself improvisation tasks that developed from impulse, mixing, melding and
playing with relationships between the body and words with research and creation
continuously feeding off each other.
My excursions into phenomenology allowed me to feel free from the urge to
portray a definite meaning. The audience would perceive this micro world of
performance in their own way: “We must not, therefore, wonder whether we
really perceive a world, we must instead say: the world is what we perceive”
(Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. xviii). I hoped to engage in a level of conversation
with the audience where both communicators “collude to make sense of the
performance” (Burrows, 2010, p. 108).
As I wanted each element to speak aloud and with its own voice, the
interdependent parts were carefully planned to generate evocative echoes of
each other. Different staging elements informed and expanded into each other
dialogically. It was my intention that meaning could remain ambiguous and
associative in loosely joined separate scenes of bricolage rather than being a
direct narrative presentation.
The studio time involved a long process of trial and error. I searched for
combinations of movement and film images, text and sound, to capture the poetic
connections drawn from my experiences of suspended and submerged states.
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Included in this interweaving (see image 94)
was the specific input of my team, the people
who contributed to the audio-visual, sound,
lights and costume. I decided to self-direct
because I wanted to set myself the challenge
of finding ways to represent my experiences
and yet still have the safeguard of external
opinion when I really wanted it. There is a certain
amount of control which a performance maker
gains in terms of time, commitment, input, and
endurance in being director and performer
simultaneously. It is also an interesting solitary
exercise – something akin to the experience of
being alone during a climb or underwater.
However, I am also aware of possible pitfalls of
the lack of critical objectivity in this approach.
I had several mentors on board who provided
very specific feedback, such as my aerial
teacher checking the sequences, a dramaturge
reading through the structure of the scenes,
choreographic feedback and an experienced
director to listen to the effects of the spoken text.
Ideas were also forthcoming from my lighting
designer, composer and costume designer. All
Image 94: ‘all is one’ combination of all elements,
production shot from Sea Inside, opening scene,
all images are taken by Photographer: Georgia
Faulkes-Taylor
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this influenced and enriched my work, and
I am grateful for their input, but overall, I felt
that it was very important I retain ownership
of the performance. There are strengths in a
solitary creative process, such as the option
to always bring unfolding moments back to
the research, however I did find it difficult to
locate a theatrical language that equally
drew on all elements, from movement to
speech, from projection to aerials.
I kept exploring, combining and culling, and
the only thing I was certain about after five
hours every day in the studio was that I did
not really want ‘that’. I was trying to find
an articulation where the greater whole
stands at the centre. So I kept culling the
material or the combination of materials
until I found a structure and a form that felt
‘right’. Not surprisingly, through practice I
grew to trust my ‘aerial body’ and intrinsic in
this trust was a more acute knowledge of my
limitations, including just how complicated
the interactions with the silks were.
Part of this process was acknowledging

Image 95,96 (next page): ‘not be strangers to
the world’ opening scene.

when something did not work, and then
quickly moving on without looking deeply for
a reason why. If something did not work (for
example, a particular move up on the silks, or
movement underwater), the most important
fact was to move on, as it can be potentially
dangerous, in terms of physical health, to get
stuck on, repeat or ponder over the ‘what is
not working’. One cannot dwell, as one has to
move through it, away from the position that
did not work. It’s like ‘thinking underwater’,
where all the elements have to be taken
into consideration continuously to find the
most effective, thus safest, way of moving.
Specifically reflecting upon it now, this ‘moving
on’ emanated from my substantial experience
in nature, and mirrors my experiments
translated into other mediums.
To successfully translate the poetics of gravity
on that physical level and maintain this
attitude in the studio, I will quote Freeman:
“Every performative decision is in some ways
already an act of reflection even when
that reflection is subconscious or seemingly
intuitive” (2010, p.155).
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Aerial movement

The aerial work was inspired by the various ways the
human body can play with gravity which approach,
perhaps inversely, underwater experiences. My
challenge was to have the strength, agility and
dexterity to physically ‘speak’ through a diverse
range of ideas, images and vocabularies. How
could I use the physical tools, developed for
example in freediving, in the theatre?
Working on the silks could be representative of
submersion and suspension, mirroring the way
moving underwater allows all parts of the body to
be ‘in space’ and not touching anything but the
silks. This relationship with the silks offers a valuable
tool in which directions up and down can be
exchanged or interchanged. However, due to the
spatial dimensions of the venue, the movability
and specific friction of the silks, this up and down
movement was limited.
Gradually, I developed different choreographed
movement sequences on the silks that, I hoped,
captured particular aspects of my research and
subsequent awareness of gravity. When one has no
words to describe what a specific experience is or
when one does not want to use words, we switch to

Image 97: (previous page) ‘Infinite life unrolls’
Image 98: ‘Look, how tiny down there’ cloud
scene, finding security in suspension.

nonverbal modalities. Through the wrapping
techniques on the silks I could mirror some
movement sequences of the underwater
projections, creating a doubling layer of
images in the space. I also reversed the
directional sense of up and down, so that
a dive into the water became an opposite
movement up the silks (see Image 100).
Although the audience might not necessarily
fully comprehend such interrelationships
intellectually, they can still be aware that
something has been aesthetically and
emotionally revealed.
The performance featured simultaneous
use of spoken text, video footage, stylised
movement sequences or functional actions,
layering choices of choreographic and
theatrical inspiration. Tait observes that “the
movement and the action of a lived body
is socially structured as it is experienced
within variable subjective habituation that
encompassesrepresentation (2005, p. 148)
and that “in layered artistic exchanges and
borrowings, aerial action resonates through
culture’s visualization of imaginary bodies”
(p. 129).
Image 99: ‘Then it slowly sinks again’
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The costume choice was mainly influenced by the functional requirements in
aerials, so that elaborations or fabrics that could get caught easily were avoided.
The fabric itself needed to be balanced between being too slippery or too sticky
in order to allow for complete freedom in movement. Additionally, as I wanted to
have the body as a reflection surface for the projections, the cut and colour of
the fabric was determined by such functional considerations.
Image 100: A floating became a resting in space...
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I am much too alone in this world, yet
not alone enough

I am much too small in this world,
yet not small enough

to be to you just object and thing,
dark and smart.

“I Am Much Too Alone in This World,” (Rilke ,2014)
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Rilke and text
The performance included spoken text based on
poems by the German language poet, Rainer Maria
Rilke. Rilke’s poetry encapsulated the experience and
perceptions, which arose through my exposure and
receptivity to gravitational change. His poetry requires
an in-depth reading, a diving into the evocations
sparked by the words and their composition, which
encourages metaphorical and existential musings on
being-in-the-world. In a way his linguistic work describes
mental leaps, dives and climbs which mirrors my
physical activity. What Rilke expressed textually, I tried
to capture physically and the bilingual delivery of the
text allowed a play between intimacy and distance
to surface, which was intentionally pitched intelligibility
against sound. I wanted to relay the text in both English
and German so that the poetic material could also
interrogate space and gravity across different cultures.
German Romantics are characterized by “an
ebullience of translations” and “an acute awareness of
the linguistic difference in language” (Dowrick, 2009, p.
41). Being bi-lingual, I feel at home in both languages
Image 101: (previous page)‘I am much too alone’
Image 102: ‘standing on fishes’
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in, as it were, the in-between space. Yet as
each language has its own specific linguistic
structures some things felt ‘untranslatable’, like
the gap between movement and language,
or experience and recounting of the original
experience. Throughout my research there
has been this tension between experience
and translation, which became manifest in the
bilingual element of the performance of Sea
Inside. Substantially, the research encapsulates
the complexity of different languages and
accepts the challenge of a language, which
cannot be pinned down. Nevertheless, Rilke’s
poetry gave voice to a sense of self-reliance,
self-dependence, freedom and, simultaneously,
the sensations of embeddedness in the
surroundings that I wished to convey.
I intended the poetry to move in and through
the projection and aerial movement,
penetrating the space in and around performer
and viewers. In performing my piece in German
and English, I hoped to unearth what could be
said and/or maybe what could not be said in a
different language, creating layers of meaning.

Image 103: ‘alone in the great storm’
Image 104: (next page) ‘You see’
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You see, I want a lot.

Perhaps I want everything:

the darkness that comes with
every infinite fall

and the shivering blaze of
every step up

“You see,” (Rilke, 2014)
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Audience proximity or the attempt of immersion
What I wanted to convey in the performance demanded that
I consider audience reception. Visually rich material driven by
intellectual and philosophical concerns can only go so far in
moving an audience. Moreover, I cannot claim an audience
will be ‘transformed’ by an experience but I can play with their
expectations and the way in which the performance is framed
so that I might encourage a reading of immersion. My desire to
focus on presence (representing the sense of flow which had
accompanied most of my practical research) suggested that
I needed to explore connections between spectator proximity
and immersion within the performance space. Flow was present
in so many of my laboratory experiments, yet being-in-theworld is present everywhere even if it is a subjective experience.
There was no attempt made to re-create flow as a topic in the
performance. What I sought was that my audience received a
sense of being engulfed or enwrapped by the experience, as this
sensation was such an important part of my research situated
in my natural laboratories, which, ironically, created a flow
experience for me.
Thus, I felt the need to place the audience within the
performance space, breaking down a sense of the separation
normally induced by being in the dark in a proscenium arch
configuration. The perceiving subject had to be persuaded to
become open, even vulnerable to the art, stepping forward,
metaphorically, to make a connection with the presented
Image 105: ‘how can I hold my soul?’
Image 106: (next page) ‘but all that touches us’

environment. I wanted to invite the audience to muse over their own
ideas, dreams, interpretation and connections with the material. In
short, I wanted to draw each person in the space to become a part
of the piece. Nicholas Hope sees that this ‘contract’ with an audience
depends on a “reversibility and reciprocity between performer,
audience and performance [which] creates a ‘form of reality’” (2011,
para. 21).
My ultimate aim was to create a work that enabled performer and
audience to become immersed within a performance experience
through the medium of movement, sound, text and projected imagery.
Performance is accomplished only through “the physical co-presence
of actors and audience” (Fischer-Lichte, 2008, p. 47) and recalling
Heidegger, Gareth White recognises the dynamic feedback that can
occur between each participant:
In this sense it is as much made up of what we [the spectator) bring to
the work as being-in-the-world as what the artist/performers bring to it.
(2012, p. 223)

Unlike in the one-to one engagement of How Close Do You Want
Me? which demanded an exchange, this production was to occur in
a traditional setting. Although I made the choice to alter the seating
position, situating the audience in a semi-circle on pebble-like cushions
(Image 107, next page), I would have loved to cover the whole floor
with cushions to symbolise the indivisibility of the natural world and its
human actors. Sadly this idea was pragmatically prohibitive. Physically I
performed close to the audience who were sitting on the floor, yet the
fourth wall separation was still present, as the audience remained in an
observing rather than a participatory role.
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Through the U-shaped seating on the floor and the positioning of the lights, the audience was
included in the performance space, enveloped by the light and the smoke projected from the
smoke machine which, for me, suggested a sense of inclusivity, unlike a traditional black box
where the audience observes, somewhat hiding in the darkness. I am aware that a black box
will never be able to create the same sensation as being under the ocean and that a theatre
audience will never directly feel what I felt either.
To foster this enwrapped or engulfed sensation, the sound system was positioned in a particular
way, hanging suspended and projected at a certain angle towards the wall, with a crossingover angle of over 130 degrees. My brother, a sound-technician living in Germany, suggested
this when I talked about my desire to create an immersive experience for the audience. This
sound configuration makes it difficult for the audience to determine the source and comes
closest to the quality of sound in natural environments.
Ali Schmidl, an Austrian composer, with whom I have a long working relationship, created the
original music for this piece and my short films. I sent him the video projections I had created
or sometimes just descriptive short statements and from these he specifically composed the
music. Then I layered nature sounds (for example waves crushing on a shore, rain falling, wind,
whale songs and forest soundscapes) over the composed music and in conjunction with the
projections of various images from the natural landscapes. The aim pushed towards a totality of
senses aroused in natural landscapes inside the black box.
Image 107: pebble cushions in a U shape. Photographer: Russya Connor
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Lighting and audio-visual effects
In interacting with the projections, I aimed to
present a parallel dimension where the nonhuman environment becomes like another
actor on stage (Image 105). As Schechner
again comments:
there is a complex relationship between socalled natural and the so-called human …
probably we shall discover more and finer
links. (2007, p.xi)

In the projections, the images followed my
research journey: my childhood lake, time spent
in the ocean freediving and encountering
whales and sharks, as well as those opposite
experiences on the rocks reaching for the
sky. Specific decisions, such as deciding
to only have the landscape images (and
thus the ambiguous) are foregrounded to
privilege absorption in other modalities of
communication. I had briefly considered
placing text and the poems in projections but
apart from the difficulty to technically realise
this goal, it did not fit what I wanted to say. I did
not wish to privilege text because I wanted the
landscape to speak for itself. The landscape is
never separated from the personal attention to
listening to the inner voices of things.
Image 108 and 109 (next page): ‘the moon hangs ripe
above the shadowy lea’
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Achieving this kind of vision depends on good
equipment and operational skill, otherwise the
images fall behind. The projected films were
intended to split the point of reference on stage,
interacting with the design and movement in a
totality. Four projectors, for instance, would have
created a more immersive experience but due to
financial limitations, I needed to work with two, one
projecting on a back wall and the other on the
floor.
In the scenes where the two projections were used,
they were designed to communicate with each
other: water surface reflections on the floor met
with an underwater scene or a blown-up image of
a shark on the wall, intermingling with the colours
and shapes of seaweed, fish and coral on the floor.
I used the projectors as a light source as well, often
being the only ‘lamp’ that illuminated the stage.
This lighting style also referenced the softness
found in the ambience of nature’s dusk and dawn.
Interestingly, experimentation with projection
backgrounds also presented unexpected
possibilities. I was conditioned to think the projection
surface needed to be white, whereas projection
on the black wall of the theatre created intriguing
textures and depth and contrasted with the brighter
illuminations on the white silks.
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One aspect of the beauty that I often find
under water is the refraction of light. I had
many discussions with my lighting designer
in an attempt to capture this notion of liquid
light on stage. Bathing the audience in light
and haze coming from the smoke machine
strived to create a sensation of being within
or underwater with light spilling through
liquid which, in this instance, was evoked by
smoke.
The layering of filmed projections also
provided intimate links between text and
movement in the service of the ‘narration’
of a body in space. My theatre work is
made of images, which overlap and/or are
interspersed with moments of silence and
suspended visual fragments. One experience
that I wanted to evoke was the diverse
attention accorded to the various features of
the performer and her space. Depending on
the position the audience had taken in the
room, their own focus (whether on the floor,
the projections, the wall or the performer)
determined the unique experience they
received.
Image 110: ‘the pattern grows more intricate
and subtle’
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Can the laboratory be articulated?
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Sea Inside was the culmination of my research and I wanted to share with the
audience my experiences of interacting with gravity in altered states and the
wondrous beauty that emerged from my primal and basic relationship with the
gravity of the earth and the natural world. The subject matter and focus for
any ideas, thoughts and emotional content of the piece were based on my
experience of gravity and connection to nature. In addition, I tried to fuse the
creative exploration of the material with the skills I developed along the journey,
paying tribute to my changed perceptions where pertinent.
The world inhabited on and endowed from the stage developed physically from
within the respective environments so that in performance I found a corporeal
balance emerging between the self and both the imagined and experienced
environments. I see this as a reflexive loop embedded in this practice-led research.
The creation of Sea Inside relied on a solid familiarity with the remembered places
of mountains and underwater, the movement within them, and the personal
links those environments prompted with referential points like freedom and
embeddedness in the Landschaft. Rilke’s poetry gave voice to what I felt: selfreliance, self-dependence and a solitary experience, based on the notion that a
sense of self is developed within a world developing around us, a sense belonging
to what Benedetti understands when he argues that the “only feelings or thoughts
I can have are my own. I cannot actually experience anyone else’s emotions any
more than I can eat and digest anyone else’s meal” (1998, p. 2).
Even if the two points of expression and reception do not match, there is a
reciprocity between the performer who sends out intentional actions to an
audience and the audience who receives them with their own capacity for
Image 111: (previous page and watermark) ‘Be patient toward all that is unsolved in
your heart’
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meaning making. Complex emotions can be grasped by an audience. Pakes
(2006) argues that this propensity is not only due to the neurological firing of motor
neurons to encourage empathy but also:
That experience is a functional state with a particular character based on the inputs
(e.g. the perception of another person dancing) dispositions to the act (in this case,
to dance oneself) and other mental states with which it is associated (such as desire
or habitual enjoyment of dancing). (p. 94)

Meaning making and how associations are created is a complex thing and I
have learned that how anyone, including myself, experiences their surroundings
depends on cultural, physical, perceptual, psychological and acquired
experiences. My art invites viewers to make their own connections with the
performance. The persona I bring forth on stage is both vulnerable and open
to the various ways we all make meaning. As such I accept that “the body is
enmeshed in culture from the moment of conception … that the way people use
their bodies at any moment of their daily life even when asleep, is the product of
their cultural ‘habitus’” (McAuley, 1999, p. 116).
The key concepts such as being-in-the-world, the sense of flow and poetics are
departure points which will weave in and out the writing but are not intended
to be positioned as an extensive analysis. The concept which is always there,
lingering in the background to everything that I do, is gravity.
My research was primarily concerned with the kinaesthetic relationship of
performer to gravity rather than with the crafting of an art-work for critical
reception; however it has been interesting to note audience feedback to Sea
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Inside. As a service to its performers, the Blue Room Theatre circulates anonymous
audience feedback forms (appendices 6, p. 383). From those comments and
conversations with audience members after the show, I sense that I achieved
most of my aims about sharing the beauty of solitary suspension in an imaginary
natural world. Whilst conventional qualitative or quantitative analysis lay beyond
the focus of this exegesis, the audience and their responses do form another kind
of landscape which, akin to relationships generated in the environments of nature,
present an exchange of continuous movement. Understanding of a performance
can be seen as the sum of responses to interactions of its particular parts.
A sold-out season is one form of feedback and overall the response was
very positive. Comments included “absolutely mesmerizing”, “enjoyed the
experience”, “highly professional”, “beautiful”, “loved it for its braveness” and,
“great prose, wonderful aerial work”. Several people were able to identify with the
watery world and felt they were taken into the sea (“I felt like I was swimming”).
But not all members of the audience identified positively with Sea Inside. For
some, there was a strong reaction against it: “hated it”, “wanky”, “absolutely
shocking”, “dilettantic” and there were also complaints about the costumes and
the chosen poems “nowhere on the program did it mention a pant-less lady
speaking prose that sounded like it came from Dark Crystal”. Clearly many people
enjoyed the performance and those who did not perhaps saw only disconnected
parts rather than the whole piece. The varied responses link back to my key belief
about the kind of exchange Involved in performance, as both the Romantics
and Heidegger ask for “a kind of creative interpretation that they themselves
promoted: a co-production … a co-poetizizing” (Vandevelde, 2012, p.16).
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Reflecting on the responses, these differences in opinion may stem from
unfamiliarity with this style of performance or, perhaps, were an indication that
the compromises I was forced to make (such as two rather than four projectors)
impacted on their experience. Reading a performance depends on the frame
in which it is placed and knowledge viewers may have of that frame. I stated in
the advertising and the program to “Come on a contemplative journey with me
into a world of sea and sky”, aiming to set the specific tone for an immersion in
another kind of performance: “Allow yourself to open your mind and explore a
place inside yourself” and “Let it happen without letting your intellect interfere”.
However, meaning making shouldn’t be didactically determined, forcing people
to understand or engage when they, for whatever reason, may not. On the
whole, I was happy that these statements did help to situate the performance
landscape I was attempting to evoke.
However, I truly believe that differences in perceptions of the performance
indicate how difficult it is to capture on stage the deeply personal experience of
being underwater and in the sky. Thus, the theatre can open up possibilities for
engagement, just as it can house its own limitations.
Schechner argues that the “work is like the horizon at sea – you always approach
its finality without ever achieving it” (2000, p.130). Like this analogy, I found a
path up this cliff wall of performing, adjusting to the environment (such as black
box, production funds, technical elements) in congruency with my abilities
(endurance, physicality, theatricality, expressivity); feeling flow during several
performances, and reaching the summit without falling (finishing the season).
My main concern was to stay true to my research which was entirely informed in
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and through my relationship with gravity in both the natural and built environment
thus making the following quotation pertinent: “It is by borrowing from the world’s
structure that the universe of truth and of thought is constructed for us” (MerleauPonty & Lefort, 1968, p. 13). Performing my research through the language of
theatre allowed me to drift through the spaceless-ness of my mind, opening my
imagination towards the world around me. In this way, the world and self moved
in a developmental feedback loop creating a continual state of unfolding.
Tensions abide between the ecological landscape, the internal personal/
subjective emotional landscape and the performance environment. Negotiation
of those different ’environments’ and their tensions was part of creating my work.
My falling into gravity was like a sinking into lightness. Earth’s gravitational forces
emerge in what might be described as a ‘palpable love’, almost like tangible
encounters with the universe.

Dear Gravity
Taming you, getting to know you, being your friend and
lover, owning you.
I am drifting, floating, falling, effortless and exhausting
simultaneously.
Leaving time and boundaries: up and down are fluid.
Parallel between the liquid and aerial world - always
brought back into your yielding force .
I learned to hold myself, lift myself above me, fall into my
own arms, let go off myself.
Always being carried by you, brought back, supported.
subtle changes with words transforming into movement
or the other way round.
I know now its your attraction that keeps me here.
I am freed from an imperative orientation ....and find
there is world.
thanks for being here
love, Russya
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Thoughts, ideas and love of
gravity (conclusion)
This research contextualises the breadth of my relationship with the forces of
gravity, following the often-imperceptible aspects of our environment. As such,
I focused primarily on an inner dialogue that I, as a performer, had with nature
during the creation of my works, an attentiveness which has lead me to a deeper
“eco awareness”. The perception of a world endlessly and continually cominginto-being around me. A central question when I embarked on this research was
how a kinaesthetic ‘appreciation’ of gravity can develop through exposure to
suspended and submerged states, and which could make the forces of gravity
more apparent?
Part One explored the conceptual and scientific elements of gravity, as we know
it. This included moving through notions of flow, being-in-the world, and ecology in
respect to experiences of submersion and suspension, and using the paradigm of
training/awareness and performance/articulation. Part Two explored the artistic
consequences of playing with gravity. When individuals solve problems through
physical actions or create products such as sculptures or dance movement
sequences, they connect with, train and sharpen their bodily kinaesthetic
intelligence (Gardner, 1999). The physically-centred actor has more freedom to
invent and extend the physical language. In relation to this kind of physical training:
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There is great benefit to the actor because he can learn about his own body movement, about himself-his courage, fears, physical potential, how he can change to do
it, where he can go. Circus enables an actor to trust his physical instincts (Callery, 2001,
p. 193).

My research has highlighted the importance of experience and expressivity
through movement. As we know the world through the physical body, particular
individualistic ways of seeing, hearing, perhaps even smelling evolve, and sensory
engagement is ingrained as experience.
Performance can be seen as a quintessential phenomenological environment,
where an enactment of knowledge is grounded in the world. Intrinsic, to the
communicative acts of the ‘live’ performance is the issue of kinaesthetic
intelligence which is in its optimal receptive mode in the three dimensional
environment (Phillips, Stock, & Vincs, 2009).
Callery (2001) claims that physical training should be a process that leads to
creative freedom, rather than to a set of techniques, allowing the actor to become
more transformable and expressive. She stresses that acting does not require an
athleticism which separates body and mind, but a sensitivity to the integrated
function of both. The training becomes a process of self-discovery as well as an
opportunity to master skills.
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Inquiries into gravity have altered my sense of self: I have gained new perceptions
about my environment and my relationship within it. When we
conceptualize gravity as a problem, we refuse its nature and the opportunities this
offers (thereby binding ourselves more closely still to its limitations). (Pont, 2012)

The potential consists in challenging the norms of how we see the human body,
unsettling assumptions of plausibility and, through subversion of accepted physical
laws, unsettling the limitations perceived by most people. Furthermore my physical
appearance and my mental state has changed since my time in the laboratories
and in the performance space/s. I encounter things differently that might have
felt too deep or out of reach before, in a literal and metaphorical sense. I know
I can hold my own weight under challenging circumstances, because I trust my
body and have a detailed acuity of the extent and restriction of my abilities.
I have experienced timelessness, expansion and the sense of being dissolved
within a greater whole, together with suspended moments in silence and freedom
from the past and future. I have come to acknowledge the impermanence of a
world in movement. Through all these experiences, gravity became tangible and
supportive as if I was in the presence of a well-known friend:
By accompanying the body in its gravity-bound experience, certain obstacles and
physical hindrances will undo themselves; or with enough encounters with the ontological fact of gravity, the practitioner can accept that gravity is a veracity of movement for an earth-dwelling entity, and then instead of refusing it, subtly reconfigure
her relationship to it, in order that it serve rather than undermine movement. (Pont,
2012)
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The writings of Abram (1997), Ingold (1993, 2000), Zuckermann (2007) and
others indicate that humans are complex psychophysical organisms and, as a
consequence, particular habits and performative experiences contribute to shape
a sense of self. In a phenomenological sense, I proposed that the world emerges
alongside the emergence of the person or, at least, through perceiving the world
the self and its subjectivity emerge. Directly engaging with our experience to gravity
can help a performer (or any individual) understand how emotions, imagination,
memories, and suggestions affect the body and, when such impressions are
feedback in a loop, how physical states affect the mental processes. Manipulation
and/or acceptance of gravity are linked to self-expression and also point towards
how interdisciplinary conversations could potentially inform each discipline.
I discovered that a sense of inner verticality is required to overcome or adapt to
the challenges presented within these states. Suspension and immersion, in their
specific ways, enable shifts from vertical to horizontal planes, generating alternative
possibilities in groundless movement. I have found that the management of
gravity is, in my opinion, essential for performance, as it provides a baseline for
understanding human expression and is deeply connected to our emotional and
conceptual understanding – although awareness of this bond normally remains
indistinct and unacknowledged.
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As cultural anthropologists like Downey (2005) and Soden (2003, 2005) observe,
my body has adapted and changed in response to the environment, which itself
is constantly changing. Overall, the research encouraged an abandonment
of usual responses enabling me to engage with nature through playing and
yielding to gravity. Emotional responses involved in the encounters with alternative
gravitational states manifested in different forms, once practice overcame the ‘fear’
of falling or breathlessness. My body was freed to move equally in all dimensions –
physically and mentally, fostering a heightened awareness of the self. My physical
appearance and mental states shifted during this research to a place of ‘gravitas’,
involving a calmness that supports me when I encountered challenges that might
have once felt too difficult or out of reach, both literally and metaphorically.
Interconnections between self-knowledge and perceptual change have been
reinforced. This enforces my idea that mind/body interconnectedness acts like a
swing, moving between moments of emphasis in one state or the other but always
returning to the centre where dynamic cooperation is in balance.
Gravity assists posture and also enables individuals to reach beyond the physical
matter of efficiency. Offering a ‘technology’ for self-transformation, gravity makes
the world feel different. Our bodies shape our possibilities for conceptualisation
and categorization. Hence a dimension of identity is shaped by physical discipline
that generates habits and, at the same time, develops new dimensions, whether
in the context of aerials, diving, climbing or any other demanding physical or
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mental regime. As an extension of this idea, individuals have the option to tune
in to the instinctive and intuitive quality of the forces of gravity for creative work.
For example, aerials aid in developing the quality of decisiveness because, in
suspended states, there is no room for indecision. This quick-fire decision-making is
exactly the challenge with which a performer is faced. According to Stanislavsky,
and obviously not in reference to aerial performance but equally as applicable,
such decisive energy enables the actor to become embodied into a character
(1949), responding equally with intuition and inspiration. Grotowski’s approach to
training/practice, practised by actors in the Laboratory Theatre, did not aim at
physical perfectionism but can be seen as “a process of research leading to the
annihilation of one´s body´s resistances” (1975, p. 114):
There is something to be accomplished and it’s beyond you. Don’t prevent yourself
from doing it … the corporal exercises are the groundwork for a kind of challenge to
surpass ourselves … here begins the discovery of trust in your own self. (p. 201)

My pursuit of interconnections between bodily movement and communication
extends upon Stanislavsky’s promotion of incisive decision-making (1949) and
upon Grotowski’s idea of transformation(1975) through unblocking bodily
resistances. Material enactment drawn from engagements with diving and
climbing and translated into poetic expression has lead towards my enrichment
in the practices of performance. As a movement educator, the newly acquired
set of skills can assist in heightening the creative and physical presence of my
students. Through giving them a greater understanding of their potentiality in
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relation to the gravitational forces of alternative environments, they can gain a
deeper understanding of themselves and their surroundings. As Bain (2010) and
Margolis (2002) have stated before me, stage movement requires definition and
clarity. Arguably, a balanced and embodied sense of mind/ body will become
more accepted in contemporary performance training. With rising demands for
unconventional events or venues, performers must be able to sustain and execute
intricate physical or emotional demands, even under challenging circumstances.
Movement economy can be practised through learning any of the activities
in which I have been involved. I strongly believe that technical mastery in any
activity that challenges gravitational perception can be useful to performers
giving them more freedom to invent and extend upon physical languages.
Exposing performers in the training environment to states of submersion and
suspension could offer a way in which they can develop their skill sets and
thereby increase their capacity to make creative choices. I believe physical
training should be a process that leads to creative freedom, rather than a set
of techniques, allowing the performer to become more flexible, sensitive and
expressive. Training becomes a process of self-discovery as well as an opportunity
to master skills.
Following Ingold’s (2000) primary claim that “the self exists in its ongoing
engagement with the environment; it’s open to the world, not closed in” (p.100),
I perceive a deep connection between sensation and movement, though
‘handling’ the world, observing that “knowledge … is forthcoming only when

280

bodily effort is made, and cannot be formulated in detachment from that effort’’
(Merleau-Ponty 1962, p. 144). Merleau-Ponty claims that his beingness is “destined
for a physical world and which runs through me without my being the cause of it’’
(1962, p. 216).
I have learned to enjoy freedom within my own limitations or to perceive imposed
limitations as a challenge to further explore my abilities. Moreover, I understand,
after the phenomenologists, that bodily movement through the world creates us.
We change, physically and mentally, through movement as we adjust our bodily
responses to the surrounding circumstances. Indeed, movement might reveal
equally as much about our selves as the spoken word through its transformations
in particular contexts.
Playing with gravity (whether acrobatics, diving, climbing or any other demanding
physical regime) can be an avenue through which to tune into performancemaking. Embodied responses manifest themselves in choices and interactions with
the Landschaft of rehearsals through which we move mentally and physically.
As performers, we are the embodied understanding of our world and our
interpretations will echo the choices that we make in rehearsal, performance and
in life.
The primary innovation in this practice-led research is its cross disciplinary
approach and its reliance on gravity as the fundamental element in developing
performance training in both theatre and dance. To reiterate, my research is not
located in a single discipline and, moreover, there is a continual return in the study
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to the deep learning possible in the activities of rock climbing and diving that has
the potential to enhance wellbeing. Contemporary dance tends to co-opt new
and interesting physical activities into its training regime and performance options.
Outdoor education courses are already being used to develop resilience and
reliance in others and I believe that such experimentation can be extended to
contemporary performance practice and training. Intrinsic to the angle of wellbeing derived from engagements with nature, I suggest that activities like climbing
and diving also inform a performer’s relationship with socio-political implications
beyond skill acquisition and vocabulary development. Abram (1997) argues we
are consistently in an affective and cognitive exchange with the rhythms, moods
and textures of the world.
The artistic potential to access the rhythms, moods and textures of the world
involves challenging norms of perceptions about the human body. The meaningmaking propulsions of performance enable simple ideas about gravity to intersect
and forge new connections. A revelation that occurred in my research process
is that an individual cannot impose a personal and subjective experience of
phenomena experienced underwater and in the air directly on an audience.
Audiences will ultimately take what they will from such a meditative experience.
As performers/artists, one of the challenges for the future is to develop practices
and techniques that allow audiences to share subjective experiences which
they might not be able to access directly and, in so doing, might provoke an
enhanced connection with the earth.
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Through my research I have become interested in ‘Ecological theatre’. The earth
is affected by living. Our connection with the earth can be enjoyed, not only
assumed and, through this ‘relational field’ where everything is interdependent,
“we become part of-the-world, and the world becomes part-of–us” (Kershaw,
2007, p. 16). Thinking about the interrelationship between theatre and the
environment is a timely task in relation to ecological concerns.
At the end of this research journey, I feel more connected and responsible for
the planet. One of the main foci of my work, now and into the future, will be to
continue the explorations into how the physical environment, natural or manmade, affects an individual’s internal reality with an aim to encourage audiences
likewise to question what their relationship with the environment might be. Sinking
into gravity and reaching into space worked internally in my body and, at the
same time, worked externally through the world. My subjective interrelationship
with the environment has provoked a respect and sensitivity towards the future
of earth and a desire to communicate this development through further creative
work. I put my trust in the belief, that performance can generate change and
play a potent role in offering new possibilities.
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Thank	
  you	
  and	
  welcome	
  to	
  the	
  2011	
  showing	
  of	
  LINK	
  Dance	
  Company’s	
  Dancers	
  
Who	
  Choreograph’s	
  (in)dependant.	
  
This	
  year	
  three	
  graduating	
  LINKERS,	
  Ash,	
  Hayley	
  and	
  Tarryn	
  have	
  been	
  joined	
  by	
  
Russya	
  and	
  Anya	
  in	
  creating	
  this	
  evenings	
  showing.	
  The	
  works	
  are	
  in	
  varying	
  degrees	
  
and	
  stages	
  of	
  development	
  and	
  the	
  choreographers	
  welcome	
  any	
  feedback.	
  Please	
  
enjoy	
  the	
  evening.	
  

Render	
  Invisible	
  
	
  

Choreographer:	
  	
  	
  Hayley	
  Kollevris	
  
Sound:	
  	
  	
  Banana	
  Republic	
  Vol	
  3	
  and	
  Mitchell	
  Akiyama	
  
Dancers:	
  	
  	
  Jeanine	
  Lui,	
  Shaughn	
  Pegoraro,	
  Rebecca	
  Frasca	
  and	
  Bernadette	
  
Lewis	
  
	
  
Ready	
  or	
  not,	
  here	
  I	
  come!	
  How	
  does	
  one	
  try	
  to	
  hide?	
  The	
  places	
  we	
  search	
  
for	
  can	
  trap	
  us	
  or	
  shield	
  us	
  and	
  sometimes	
  get	
  us	
  into	
  even	
  more	
  trouble	
  than	
  
expected.	
  Whether	
  we	
  try	
  disguising,	
  camouflaging	
  or	
  moving	
  with	
  caution,	
  
the	
  secrecy	
  can	
  turn	
  into	
  desperation	
  leaving	
  us	
  even	
  more	
  bare	
  than	
  before.	
  
	
  
	
  

blau	
  
Choreographer/Designer	
  :	
  Russya	
  Connor	
  
Camera:	
  Alan	
  Bird,	
  Edit:	
  Mel	
  Anastas	
  	
  
Dancers:	
  Hayley	
  Kollevris,	
  Rebecca	
  Frasca,	
  Amber	
  Riches	
  	
  and	
  Ashlee	
  Barton	
  
	
  
Inspired	
  by	
  the	
  underwater	
  research,	
  the	
  piece	
  explores	
  themes	
  of	
  buoyancy,	
  serene	
  
stillness	
  and	
  freedom.	
  	
  	
  

(In)dependant: programme (above) and flyer (right) Photographer:
Jon Green

Studio showing of works choreographed by graduating LINK dancers and special guests
Sunday 20th / Monday 21st November 7 pm Studio #2 Bradford Street Mount Lawley
$5 Entry, complimentary wine / soft drink
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Sea in Me: production shot Photographer: Wayne Eddy (above) and
program (right)
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PROXIMITY
MICRO-FESTIVAL OF
ONE-ON-ONE ART
2012 program

12 ARTISTS
12 AUDIENCE
12 PERFORMANCES
12 SPACES
12 MINUTES EACH
12 TIMES A DAY
Claudia Alessi
James Berlyn
Janet Carter
Renae Coles
Russya Connor
Jackson Eaton
Jen Jamieson
Nikki Jones
Janette McGinty
Sarah Nelson
Sarah Rowbottam
Hellen Russo

curatED BY james berlyn
AND sarah rowbottam
provocateur
kelli mccluskey

THE BLUE ROOM THEATRE, PERTH WA
29 JANUARY - 19 FEBRUARY 2012
WWW.PROXIMITYFESTIVAL.COM

PRESENTED BY THE BLUE ROOM THEATRE SUMMER NIGHTS AND
PROXIMITY FESTIVAL AS PART OF FRINGE WORLD
Photo: Encounters (Video still) Courtesy of the Artist, Sarah Rowbottam

Proximity Festival: promo image (above) Photographer: Ashley de
Prazer) and flyer (left)
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http://fromtheturnstiles.blogspot.com.au/2012/02/fringe-world-and-piaf-word-of-mouth.html

POSTED BY DAVID ZAMPATTI AT 7:00 PM
T UE S D A Y, F E B R U A RY 1 4 , 2 0 1 2

I spent an enthralling hour at (or, more correctly, in) Proximity at the
Blue Room, seeing (that's not exactly correct either) four of the twelve
performances that make up this one-on-one experience. The pieces I
saw, Russya Connor's How Close Do You Want Me, Nikki
Jones's Ush and Them and Fragmentation 1.2 by Hellen
Russo each affected me differently and posed different questions: as an
audience member, are you an onlooker or a participant, do
you acquiesce or respond, do you go where you're led or find your own
path? Are you a judge? Are you a voyeur? All of which set me up
for Janet Carter and Flush, where I played some brilliant hands of
poker, but only after it was too late.

http://www.australianstage.com.au/201202205179/reviews/perth/proximity.html

Perth » Reviews »Proximity
Written by Julia Hern Monday, 20 February 2012 15:43

PROGRAM B
The performance of HOW CLOSE DO YOU WANT ME? begins when you enter
the room and sit or lie down on the mattress and turn off the bedside light. In
the darkness, the beautiful resonant voice of Russya Connor speaking poetry
from (what seemed like) above, is even more haunting and poetic. Her words,
drawn from the writings of Rainer Maria Rilke, were inspiring and warm.

DrumMedia FringeWorld Review
Written by Marni Allen
I began my program lying on a matress in a dark enclave of the theatre and listening
to an eerie and delicate monologue based on the writings of Rainer Maria Rilke
during Russya Connor’s aptly named How Close Do You Want Me?...
Proximity Festival: production shot (above) and reviews (left)
(photographer, Ashley de Prazer)
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Sculptures on the street: flyer (left), production shot (above)
Photographer: Russya Connor
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Necujno: promo image (above) and
certificate (next page) Belgrade
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Public Space: flyer (left)

309

REVIEW: Public Space
The West Australian
February 20, 2013, 8:45 am

PERFORMANCE Public Space/See Ya, Sailor Man Blue Room
Review: David Zampatti
Nothing in the Blue Room's Summer Nights fringe-within-the Fringe season has
been more intriguing than Public Space.
The show, which was conceived by Mark Storen and directed by Renee
Newman-Storen, takes you on a perambulation through the Cultural Centre
precinct, during which 14 small, unconnected vignettes take place in 12
locations.
You are sternly instructed, in German, by the actor and dancer Russya Connor,
and nudged along the route occasionally, but for much of the journey you choose
your own destinations, or fall into your own coincidences.
So, for example, I saw nine of the pieces, including one, with the actor Paul
Grabovac, at which I was the only audience. Each of the stories you are told is
true, and each reflects on the public spaces in which we live, and how we live in
them.
When your meanderings end, you return to the Blue Room, where surveillance
footage of the past hour is played back. You've been watching – but you're being
watched too.
A piece like this depends on you achieving an altered state of awareness, and for
a good part of an hour it succeeded. When it did, the Cultural Centre took on a
cinematic quality, with passers-by like extras and your senses anticipating some
untoward event.
That's a hard mood to hold, and Public Spaces was a little thin and awkwardly
staged to pull it off completely, but it was never less, and often more, than
stimulating.

West Australian Review: reviewed by David Zampetti on the
20.02.2013

Public Space and See Ya, Sailor Man both end on Saturday and are part of
Fringe World 2013. Tickets are available from fringeworld.com.au.
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Directors Note
Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart
and try to love the questions themselves,
Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it,
live along some distant day into the answers.
(R. M. Rilke)
Come on a contemplative journey with me into a world of sea and sky.
Find where you want to be in the space, choose your pebble, to allow this new
world to unfold around you. Feel free to change your spot, if you need to…
Let it happen without letting your intellect interfere.
I want to share with you the wondrous beauty that can be experienced through
the most primal and basic relationship of all: between us, and the natural world
around us. My creative journey started underwater and up in the air, exploring
my interactions with gravity in altered states (submerged and suspended).
These interactions provoked emotional responses, which I tried to capture in
theatrical language. All the images give rise to an encounter born of my relationship to earth, trying to make time disappear or create time, trying make
gravity disappear or create it, being within and part of natural environments.
Rainer Maria Rilke’s poetry gave voice to what I felt: self-reliance, self-dependence, freedom and, simultaneously, embeddedness in the surroundings.
I am deeply grateful for my wonderful team that helped me realize this project,
thanks for being a part of this journey.
Allow yourself to open your mind and explore a place inside yourself.
…for there is no place where we can remain

Sea Inside: program

Biographies of Creatives Involved in Sea Inside
Russya Connor had her first stage appearance as the smallest dwarf in the ballet Snow White at the tender age of seven, and since then she has had a diverse
performance history as an actor, dancer and choreographer both here in
Australia and throughout Europe. In Germany Russya worked as an actress,
both in theatre and in film, and toured as a dancer/choreographer with orientobsession. Since moving to Australia several years ago Russya has been involved
in a range of short films, theatre and dance performances. Recently she performed vertically in Public Space for The Blue Room Theatre Summer Nights program, played with fire for Les Commandos Percu at the PIAF opening BPM, told
suspended stories in How close do you want me? for Proximity. She also is the
director of the all-female Euthalia Ensemble who have taken Penthesilea through
sell-out seasons at the Black Box Theatre in Fremantle Festival 2012 and Fringe
World 2013. www.russyaconnor.com
Tegan Evans started in theatre as a performer with the Flying Fruit Fly Circus,
but found her way backstage through a HotHouse Theatre technical traineeship.
She studied technical production at the University of Ballarat Arts Academy and
has worked in lighting on anything she can get her teeth into since. Tegan has
returned to study at the Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts to
hone her lighting design skills and is delighted to have been invited to the challenge of design for Sea Inside. Past works include Enron (WAAPA Acting),
Yesterday’s Hero (WAAPA Post-Grad) & Romeo and Juliet (WAAPA Post-Grad).

Producer, artistic director & performer: Russya Connor
Lighting designer: Tegan Evans
Lighting operators: Tony Gordon, Zac Whitcombe
Stage manager: Harriet Morley
Costume design: TOTOMOTO
Films: Erez Beatus, Alan Bird and Stefan Otto
Music score & Poster design: Ali Schmidl
AV editing & design: Russya Connor
Text: Rainer Maria Rilke, edited by R. Connor
Publicity: Georgia Foulkes-Taylor
We want to thank:
Michael Whaites, Nelly Simpson, Jon Davey, Carley Gagliardi, Maggi Philips,
Rus Bus, Zoe Tuffin, Stefan Otto, Renee Newman-Storen for their creative expertise and input;
the wonderful team of The Blue Room Theatre
Our sponsors

TOTOMOTO is dynamic jewellery label by independent Fremantle-based designer Cyndy Ellis. TOTOMOTO began in 2009 and has gained recognition as an ethically created, hand crafted, highly original costume jewellery label that celebrates contemporary Australia. As a designer her work facilitates another visual
dimension in Sea Inside – the concept that that our human experience has a
direct relationship with our sensory environment. Ellis is the recipient of the WA
Fashion Awards ‘Fine Details Award’ awarded at Perth Fashion Festival 2011.
www.totomotodesign.com
Ali Schmidl was born and still resides in Vienna, Austria. He played with several
bands in the Austrian live music scene before becoming a sought-after studio
musician in 1986.
Since 1997 his love for structure reaches into design, with his graphics business a focus over the years. In 2007 he composed his first track for film and has
worked on many film projects since then, often playing bass, guitar and keyboards. This is Russya and Ali’s third collaboration, made possible through
transferring video and music files across the planet. www.schindloffsky.com

and all our generous donors through AbaF : we could have not make this happen without you!!! THANK YOU
Russya wants to specially thank Mother Earth and all her beautiful creatures:
the whales, seals, birds and a dog that accompanied her on the creative journey…
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The Blue Room Theatre
and Russya Connor present

Sea Inside
Germany / Australia
World Premiere June 2013

Open your mind…
Sea Inside is a sensual, highly visual performance combining aerial work,
sound, spectacular imagery, and physical movement. Sea Inside invites you on
a contemplative journey through a mysterious underwater landscape.

Sea Inside: press release title page. Photograpgher: Stefan Otto;
Designer: Ali Schmidl

Sea Inside for yourself | COLOSOUL

20/10/13 1:59 PM

colosoul review
reviewed by Lauren Curtis-Power on the 18.06.2013
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sea inside for yourself

What would happen if we could bypass our minds and focus on the innate connection we have with the
natural world? ‘Sea Inside’ lets us experience just that – a world where you feel weightless, suspended from
the tallest treetops and then, a moment later find yourself floating at the bottom of the ocean with the
majestic creatures of the deep sea.
‘Sea Inside’ is an original interpretive artistic piece involving aerial performance, poetry, physical theatre and
stunning imagery accompanied by natural sounds and music. It is a sensory experience where the artist
takes us on a journey to explore the raw primal relationship between nature and ourselves. It’s a leave your
mind at the door kind of show that transports you into very relaxing and comfortable environment. There was
a sense of just being, a state of self-observation and looking internally not externally for contentment.

featured
Interregna | Thursday Jan, 2013
PIAF: Perth International Arts For
Free And Under Fifty | Thursday
Nov, 2012
Why is the US Election so Close? |
Saturday Nov, 2012
The Hulbert Street Sustainability
Fiesta – Growing Community | Friday
Sep, 2012

Suspended: Russya Connor

The Blue Room Theatre is the perfect venue for this performance: intimate and personal. It was no
traditional performance space as it had been transformed into an underwater landscape and there were
beanbags for seats! With the rest of the room scattered with pebble-like cushions for the audience to sit on,
lie on or snuggle up to, it was hard not to be cosy. The effect was to make the audience feel as if they were
and extension of the artist’s creation.

Chat with Chasm | Saturday May,
2012
Connor says, ‘This piece was developed as an inquiry into the use of gravity as a source for the creation of

Russya Connor, the Producer, Artistic Director and Performer is no stranger to the theatre district in
Northbridge. Connor’s recent work includes directing ‘Penthesilea‘ for Euthalia Ensemble and performing in
‘Public Space‘ at The Blue Room Theatre, both for Fringe World 2013, and also with BPM at the Perth
International Arts Festival.

smoke
machine,
Revolution in the
Middle
East – A Evans’s lighting made the audience feel like they were actually under the sea. At one point
communicationit education
gives the| Tuesday
sensation that sunlight is shining brightly through the ocean. The silks used for the aerial
Apr, 2011

Russya was engaging from the start, her entrance to the space was mystical and intriguing. The way she
communicated with the audience using strong eye contact and a disarming smile, made it feel somewhat
interactive, but without any onus on the viewer that might break the meditative vibe. She draws you
completely into her enchanting world.
The verbal aspect of the performance consisted of some parts being spoken in English and others in
Connor’s native tongue, German. This brought a little more magic to the piece and you could recognise a
greater sense of freedom in Russya when she was speaking in German.
Russya draws inspiration and uses poetry from the writings of Rainer Maria Rilke to vocally connect and
enrich the film images projected on the set. The film projections consisting of trees, whales and sharks
worked as a set backdrop to Russya’s performance and married extremely well with her words, aerial skills
and the score.
Connor’s aerial skills were graceful and majestic, it truly gave the impression she was swimming, almost
dancing underwater. The beautiful TOTOMOTO jewellery worn by Russya was goddess-like, fitting the
theme of the performance and adding another visual dimension.

interdisciplinary
work. My interest in gravity – both underwater and up in the air – and its relation to human
Jess Harlen: serving
up soul |
Saturday May,experience
2012
and expression is what has driven me to create this show.’
The Virgin Warrior | Friday Mar, 2012

The lighting design by Tegan Evans was an integral part of the show and she nailed it. With the aid of a

performance were lit in an almost flame-like colour, giving a convincing illusion of texture and they took on an

MoVember 2010
| Friday
2010own as a result.
identity
allNov,
of their
A weighty issue | Friday Nov, 2010

Ali Schmidl’s musical score added depth and intrigue to the piece. Tranquil and calming at the beginning, it
escalates to up-tempo electro when Russya is in the presence of monsters of the deep. This is Russya and
Ali’s third collaboration and it is clear that their creative connection is working.
If you’re a fan of interpretive theatre or want to experience something a little different, ‘Sea Inside’ is
definitely worth seeing. It’s long enough to escape the busy world outside but not too long that it gets dreary.
Treat yourself and take a little time to enjoy the beauty that surrounds us everyday.
In Connor’s own words, ‘Sea Inside is best approached with an open mind, if you let it happen without letting
your intellect interfere. In a way everybody has a different impression, and on different days you might feel
different.’
Words by Lauren Curtis-Power
Photo by Fleck Perry Photography
‘Sea Inside’ is showing at The Blue Room in Northbridge at 8.30pm until the 29th June. The tickets are a
steal at $25 for standard and $20 for concession. You can grab them online or at The Blue Room Box Office,
53 James Street Northbridge.

← Review: P-Money Gratitude Tour, Villa
Nightclub

Sea Inside
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17th June, 2013 |
Reviewed by: Cicely Binford on Thursday 13 June 2013

Immersion is the operative idea at work in Russya Connor’s
performance piece Sea Inside.

From the moment we step through the theatre door into a red lit corridor lined with seashells and move
inwards to the grey monochrome performance area, we are immersed. We’ve stepped into a vaguely
organic space that is peppered with stone-shaped cushions and beanbags instead of traditional seating
and in the middle of the room hang two long white aerial ribbons, while silhouettes of leafless trees are
projected onto the back wall and a low jungle-inspired ambient tune pulses gently along with sounds of
chirping birds.
Until now, I hadn’t yet experienced such a complete transformation to one of the Blue Room spaces; the
orientation of the stage and audience areas, being seated on cushions on the vinyl dance flooring, and
being enveloped in an ambient soundscape all contributed to an other-worldly feeling as we waited for the
performance to begin. As the lights came down and Connor appeared in white, giving the impression of a
greek goddess/pagan queen/acrobat
hybrid, it was clear this would be a very
unique performance piece.
What we witnessed is hard to classify or
describe and is indeed even difficult to
decipher. There was a constant projection
of natural images (underwater and aboveground scenes) on the back wall and
Connor narrates her performance with text
based on the poetry of R.M. Rilke, both prerecorded and live, sometimes in English,
sometimes in German. She climbs up and
down the aerial ribbons, swings in and out
of the audience, talks to us upside down,
sideways and backwards. She is a solid figure and displays a lot of strength and agility; she also manages
to come up with dozens of ways to twist and contort around the ribbons, so each turn up into the air is new
and different.
The lighting by Tegan Evans is especially good in spots and adds to the immersive feel; gobos and moving
lights create underwater refractions on the floor. A bit of fog from the smoke machine allowed for individual
shafts of light to create distinct light spaces for Connor to play in. The simple effect of a special spot on the
ribbons themselves turned them into mesmerizing objects in their own right. The final element of total
immersion of the senses is achieved through the sound design, with music scored by Ali Schmidl, which is
electronic ambient with references to nature.
This is a metaphysical, philosophical work and a completely unique performance experience. There is no
structure, no fourth wall and the performance remains ambiguous in the memory. Essentially the
significance is sensory and seems to be an exploration of the subconscious, where one thought or feeling
can trigger another, without clear linear paths between them. So if you’re expecting to see something
conventional, this does not fall under that category, instead landing on the experimental end of even The
Blue Room spectrum. If, however, you are up for something quite different with a fringe feel and a very
European sensibility, then this will do just the trick.

aussie theatre review
Reviewed by Cicely Bradford on the 13.06.2013

Appendix 3

315

PERFORMANCE TEXT
for How close do you want me? and Sea Inside
I utilized parts of poems of Rainer Maria Rilke from those sources:
(1923). Duineser Elegien Leipzig: Insel Verlag. (1)
(1977a). Das Stundenbuch: Enthaltend die drei Bücher: Vom mönchischen Leben/Von der Pilgerschaft/
Von der Armut und vom Tode München: Reclam. (2)
(1977b). Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge. München: Reclam. (3)
(2012). Letters to a Young Poet: Merchant Books. (4)
(2014). from http://www.poemhunter.com/rainer-maria-rilke/poems/ (5)
(1997). Gedichte. Leipzig: Reclam.(6)
(1950). Briefe an einen jungen Dichter; Leipzig: Insel Verlag (7)
I will indicate the resouce with the number above in the text.

Text Proximity
Listen, Voices. Voices.
Listen to the voice of the wind and the
message that forms
itself out of silence.
It is murmuring towards you now.1
How close do you want me….2
Fling the emptiness out of your arms into the
spaces we breathe3
Everything is far and long gone by.
That star glittering above me had been dead for a
million years. 4
Can I come closer?5
I have great faith in all things not yet spoken
If you are a dreamer, I am what you dream.
But when you want to wake, I am your wish,
and I grow
strong and turn myself in silence above the
strange and
distant time.6
I have space to spare inside of me 7
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

1.elegy, (1)
myself
1.elegy, (1)
Lament (5)
myself
I am, O anxoius one (5)
Girl in Love (5)
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How close do you want me….can I come
closer8
Whom can we ever turn to in our need?
Neither angels nor
men, as every angel is terrifying.9
Wer, wenn ich schriee, hörte mich denn aus
der
Engel Ordnungen?
und gesetzt selbst, es nähme einer mich
plötzlich ans Herz:
ich verginge von seinem Dasein.
Denn das Schöne ist nichts als des
Schrecklichen Anfang,
den wir noch grade ertragen, und wir
bewundern es so,
weil es gelassen verschmäht, uns zu zerstören.
Ein jeder Engel ist schrecklich.
Oh sorry I will hold myself back and swallow
my dark tears
Every angel is terrifying: for beautys’s nothing but
the beginning of a tremendousness we’re just able to
bear.10
8
9
10

myself
1.elegy, (1)
1.elegy, (1)
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Can I come closer?11

at our faces.15

Who has no house now, will never build one.Who ever
is alone will
long remain so, will wander in the streets, here and
there, restlessly,
when the leaves blow12
What we feel is the wind in our faces as the leaves
are falling13
Again and again, we know the landscape of love
and the abyss into which we fall: again and again,
walking out together under ancient tress,
lying down again and again among flowers,
face to face with the sky14

The leaves are fallen, fallen
Die Blätter fallen, fallen wie von weit,
als welkten in den Himmeln ferne Gärten;
sie fallen mit verneinender Gebärde.
Und in den Nächten fällt die schwere Erde
aus allen Sternen in die Einsamkeit.
Wir alle fallen. Diese Hand da fällt.
Und sieh dir andre an: Es ist in allen.
Und doch ist Einer, welcher dieses Fallen unendlich
sanft
in seinen Händen hält. 16

Perhaps there remains some tree on a hillside,
which every day you can take into our vision;
perhaps there remains a yesterday’s street and
perhaps the loyalty of a habit, that has moved in and
never left.
Oh and night: there is night, when a wind full of
infinite space gnaws

Verstehst du? Did you understand?
Everything vanishes but nothing disappears entirely.
We are all falling.
The earth is falling away from all the starts in
loneliness.17
Whom will you cry to?18
Don’t be afraid to suffer, return that heaviness to the

11
12
13
14

myself
Autumn day (5)
A Walk (5)
Again and Again (5)

15
16
17
18

1.elegy, (1)
Herbst (6)
myself
Lament (5)
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earths own
weight, heavy are the mountains, heavy are the
seas19
Often a star was waiting for you to notice it.
A wave rolled toward you out of the distant past,
or as you walked under an open window, a
violin yielded itself to your hearing.20
You watch and the lands grow distant in your
sight.21
That’s all. I will have to leave and so do you22

19
20
21
22

trans: Stephen Mitchell, Sonnets of Orpheus (6)
1.elegy, (1)
Abend (6)
myself

TEXT : SEA INSIDE
Scene1 Opening audience enters/voice over/ music intro /video
:trees

In order to write a single verse, one must see many
cities, and men and things:
one must get to know animals and the flight of birds,
and the gestures of the little flowers ,when they open
out in the morning.1
only someone who is ready for everything,
who excludes nothing,
will live the relation to another as something alive
and draw himself from his own existance.
For if we think of this existance of the individual
as a larger or smaller room,
it appears evident that most people learn to
know only a small corner of their room,
a place by the window, a strip of the floor,
on which they walk up and down.
Thus they have a certain security.
And yet that dangerous insecurity
is so much more human.
it drives us to feel out the shape of our dungeons
and not be strangers to the world. 2
Perhaps all the dragons in our lives are truly princesses
who are only waiting to see us act, just once,
1
2

(4)
Fear of the Inexplicable (5)
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with beauty and courage.
Perhaps everything that frightens us is,
in its deepest essence, something helpless that wants
our love.3
Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart
and try to love the questions themselves,
like locked rooms and like books that are written in a
foreign language.
Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be
given,
because you would not be able to live them.
And the point is, to live everything.
Live the questions now.
Perhaps then you will gradually live along, without
noticing it, some distant day into the answers. 4

Scene2 mountains
Who has not sat, afraid,
before his own hearts curtain?
Then it lifted
and displayed the scenery of departure.
For there is no place where we can remain. 5
My eyes already touched the sunny hill
Going far ahead of the road I begun.
3
4
5

(7)
(4)
4. elegy (1)
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we are grasped by what we cannot grasp:
It has inner light,
even from a distanceAnd charges us, even if we cannot reach it,
into something else,
a gesture waves us on
Answering our own wave…. 6
what we separate
can come together by our very presence7
I always listen,
ich horche immer. Gib ein kleines Zeichen.
Ich bin ganz nah.
Nur eine schmale Wand ist zwischen uns,
durch Zufall; denn es konnte sein:
ein Rufen deines oder meines Munds und sie bricht ein ganz ohne Larm und Laut.
Und wenn einmal in mir das Licht entbrennt,
mit welchem meine Tiefe dich erkennt,
vergeudet sichs als Glanz auf ihren Rahmen.
I always listen.
Make the smallest sound.8
Beautiful moment, in all your suddenness,
To you I belong,
however time may wear me away.
From you to you I go commanded.9
6
7
8
9

trans: Robert Bly (5)
4. elegy (1)
(2)
You, you only exist (5)

scene 3 moon film clip
The ripe moon hangs rip above the shadowy lea
the hours fall heavily
Into the dark as though into the sea—
For a while void silence fills the air;10
Night, guardian of dreams,
Now wanders through the land;
The moon, Blossoms within her hand.
The bleak fields asleep,
the sky wears a darkening coat,
held only by a row of ancient trees.11
Suddenly Something has disappeared.
the walls glide away from us, cautiously
My heart alone wakes.12

Scene4 thunder and wind soundscape / no movie
I already know the storm,
and I am troubled as the sea.
I expand and withdraw into myself
10
11
12

After moonlight (5)
Evening (5)
Before the summer rain (5)
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And thrust myself forth
and am absolutely alone in the great storm.
I sense ahead the wind which is coming,
and must live it through13
I am like a flag in the center of open space. 14

Scene5 lights /waterfall on silks /water film.
I satisfy my thirst:
taking the water’s pristine coolness into my whole
body.
Drinking would be too powerful, too clear;
but this unhurried gesture fills my whole consciousness
with shining water.  
Thus, if you came, I could be satisfied to let my hand
rest lightly, for a moment, lightly, upon your shoulder
or your chest.15

Scene6 swimming up/ movie water/white lady
Solitude is like a rain
That from the sea begins to rise;
It floats remote across the far-off plain
13
14
15

(2)
trans: Robert Bly, A Sense of Something Coming (5)
Along the sundrenched roadside (5)

Upward into its dwelling-place, the skies,
Then it slowly sinks again.
Like rain it softly falls at that dim hour
Solitude floats down the river 16

Scene7 change to video whales
Scene8
Wie soll ich meine Seele halten,
daß sie nicht an deine rührt?
Wie soll ich sie hinheben
über dich zu andern Dingen?
How shall I hold my soul so it does not
touch on yours. How shall I lift it
over you to other things?
Ah, willingly I’d store it away
in some strange still place, that
does not tremble.
But all that touches us, you and me,
takes us, together, like the stroke of a bow,
drawing one chord out of two strings.
Doch alles, was uns anrührt, dich und mich,
nimmt uns zusammen wie ein Bogenstrich,
On what instrument are we strung?17
16
17

Einsamkeit (6)
Liebeslied (6)
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Scene 9 with aerials / no movie
I am much too alone in this world, yet not alone
Enough .
I am much too small in this world, yet not small
Enough to be to you just object and thing,
dark and smart.
You see, I want a lot.
Perhaps I want everything:
the darkness that comes with every infinite fall
and the shivering blaze of every step up.18
I love my life’s dark hours
In which my senses quicken and grow deep,
Out of my dark hours wisdom dawns apace,
Infinite Life unrolls its boundless space ...19

Scene10 patterns
the pattern grows more intricate and subtle,
and being swept along is not enough.20
The eternal torrent whirls along forever moving
forwards 21
18
19
20
21

You see ...(5)
Vom mönchischen Leben (2)
Winged Energy of Delight (5)
2.elegy (1)

the deep parts of my life pour onward
as if the river shores were opening out
it seems that things are more like me now, that I can
see farther into paintings.
I feel closer to what language cant reach
With my senses, as with birds, I climb into the wind
heaven, out of the oaks , in the ponds broken off from
the sky
My falling sinks, as if I am standing on fishes.22

Scene 11/12 aerial scene/ voice over
I’m living my life in spirales
I live my life in circles that grow wide
And endlessly unroll, I may not reach the last, but on I
glide
dark against the sky, The beat of my wings hums, I
circle , sweep far and high
On through milleniums.  
Ich lebe mein Leben in wachsenden Ringen, die sich
über die Dinge ziehn.
Ich werde den letzten vielleicht nicht
vollbringen, aber versuchen will ich ihn.
Ich kreise um Gott, den uralten Turm, und ich kreise
jahrtausendelang;
und ich weiß noch nicht: bin ich ein Falke, ein
22

Moving forward (5)
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Sturm oder ein großer Gesang.
I circle round for thousands of years- and still I
don’t know: what
shall I be thence? A falcon? A storm? Or a
beautiful sound?23

Aber der Wissende? Ach, der zu wissen begann
und schweigt nun, ausgesetzt auf den Bergen des
Herzens.
Da geht wohl, heilen Bewußtseins,
manches umher, manches gesicherte Bergtier,
wechselt und weilt. Und der große geborgene Vogel
kreist um der Gipfel reine Verweigerung. - Aber
ungeborgen, hier auf den Bergen des Herzens....24

Scene 13 clouds up on aerials

Scene14 closure/clouds with voiceover

Exposed on the cliffs of the heart. Look, how tiny
down
there,
look: the last village of words and, higher,
(but how tiny) still one last
farmhouse of feeling. Can you see it?
Exposed on the cliffs of the heart. Stone ground
under your hands.
Even hear, though, something can bloom. On a
silent cliff edge an unknowing little herb singing
blossoms into the air. But they who know? They are
silent know…
23

Vom mönchischen Leben (2)

The work of the eyes is done.
Go now and see with your heartthe images imprisoned within you.
You have not grown old, and it is not too late
to dive into your increasing depths
where life calmly gives out its own secret.25

24
25

Ausgesetzt auf den Klippen des Herzens (6)
(3)

APPENDIX 4
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JOURNALS
There may always be impediments
to complete freedom of movement in the water.
In other words, the imagination’s desire to move like fish
or polyps may never be attainable? There may always be
impediments
to complete freedom of movement in the water.
In other words, the imagination’s desire to move like fish or
polyps may never be attainable?

Starting points for my diving exploration:
Envisioning space as a void into which the body projects various shapes,
Concentrating precisely on movement, focusing on the possibilities for bodily articulation (movement as physical articulation).
Penetrating the space leaving behind the area of the known
in order to expand the space inside the body (movement as
an emotional articulation).
Repetition of movement patterns : until they become parts
of the body’s memory, allowing a poetic crossover to psycho-emotional constructs.
Creating three-dimensional shapes with the body for different
emotional experiences, which might arise either through the
activity as such, or the space around it.
My experimentation consisted playing with
Different equipment
At different depths
Gradually training without any apparatus
Extend skills to experience freedom.
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exceprt DIVE DIARY
1.2.2012 scuba
Morning dive
Changes only 9l tank, more movement, reduced to 4 weights
good even in 4m
New goggles easier to keep focus
Lightness…floating
Ankles light, headstand very relaxing
Ease with movement in all directions gravity seems not to be
present
Bigger forward backwards tumbles went well bit vertigo and
loss of orientation after doing 3-4

Scarf to test o explore movement of different fabric and how it
enhances the body movements
6.2 scuba
Mosman park reef: 9l tank, 63min 150bar use
Side turns while swimming forward
As there was this soft seaweed and lots of green algae I
walked along like a lizard, other water creatures emerged
Ease and speed when under water legs move equal
Idea for underwater creatures moving along the seabed...
unreal world
Wore tank on the belly and that worked
Without fins trying standing and slow Butoh like walks,

Use slowness of movement

Eerie in a black coat/ gravity man calling???

Falling a little ball…needs bigger depth

Lizardman maybe?

Emotional ease but also an impression of visiting a different
world

8.2 scuba

Agreed on hand signals watch me ‘play’ photo or film for
underwater communication –
Materials and equipment needs to be tested:
Light wetsuit (allows for more movement)
Tiny BCD, all inside (looks less bulky)
Pony bottle with free dive (additional air supply)

At Rockingham
Enriched environment, wrecks, cage, lines…not really that
interesting as it is quite static, very human made, not so fluid
conflicts with the slow soft water movements
There is a clue to some dramatic tension in the performance:
creature-like versus:
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the wrecks and garbage of human invention?
Movement around 10 m easier more control, walking with
ankle weights worked well

More at ease with finning, better tempo, no compensation
needed for 1.5 m
Could reduce the weight, side spiralling

Running in water or hopping possible

18.2 scuba

floating upwards when enough air in BCD that makes
movement dream like

Experience of push and pull...laws for movement

13.2 scuba
Frustrating feeling artistic expression is limited by physical
possibilities need to extend dive time
Identified a need for more athletic and special training
14.2 scuba

Buoyant floating air change in body.
I get to puffy too quickly when I want to do more complex
movements, which goes against the resistance of water
21.2 scuba
South mole boring dive site, 3m, what is an experiment??
How can I make it all even comparable?

Point peron.3-4 m
Tried mimicking the gazelle, mermaid, cross, hip lock from the
aerial class.
Could be underwater video next to silk on stage or Projection
on billowing silk????

29.2 scuba
4-5 m nice depth for natural light,
Frustration with restriction through materials,

Diving through silks and water?

Freedom of body weight, but limited through protective gear.

Slow motion

Separate out into two modules of exploration: scuba and
freedive

Keeping the focus on gravity :Subjectivity or experience and
objectivity.
16.2 scuba

1.3 scuba
Clear decision to divide scuba and apnea diving
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Exploring spirals, upside down
the relation to objects in the water, wrecks, etc looking for the
connection and poetic in things
what should be captured by the camera?
15.3 Preparation for filming
technical equipment:Starting to collect materials we need,
floats etc, making a list …separating dive ideas: different
themes emerge out the experimentation
softness and connectivity in the experience needs to be
captured
17.3 Free dive in ocean
Practising my apnea, diving on exhale only up to 45 sec.
before I get that panicky no air feeling…something is wrong
with my technique, need to attend some training
More breath control necessary
Got fins, bit tight but more ease practise fins stroke, quite
calming, gliding through the water
Lighter under water
25-27 March Apnea course
Background, knowledge, increasing apnea to 1,30 s and 50 m
dive…ears only allow dive to 8m depth

Amazing experience that understanding of physical process
and thus a new interpretation of bodily responses increases the
abilities immediately
Need for regular practise to reach goal of 3min breath hold
5.4 Rob’s jetty (scuba)
Trying to isolate camera positions, viewpoints, for both dives
Weather gets cooler, bad visibility
Wet suit feels more and more restrictive, trough my
experiences with free diving I fell boxed in limited
Being in a different habitat poses restrictions and liberties
Being in the suit can be a clue for other things
13.4 Robs jetty (scuba)
Looking for the right pylons, took mask off…
Note to self: ALWAYS DO FACIAL IMMERSION
Different angles for camera position to film the eerie
underwater bride
17.4 apnea
Apnea practise in Bicton pool, facial immersion gets easier,
contractions start later, time could still be expanded, feels
more like the mind not the body suffering
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25.4 ocean scuba

I feel my neck getting soft, there is almost a falling over the
water the stillness had something calming …

Aborted dive

Extended time through table to 1.48 very slight contraction,
but not even breathless when emerging…the mind is more
cautious than my body needs to be

1.5 ocean

10.5 apnea

Planning session, it’s too cold, not so keen on diving,

Pool session. Dive table, 1.45min, a little bit better,

Feel A. did not give me the information I needed for robs jetty

my body does not go panicky

All my work just got stuck.

I still cant breath hold as long as I would like

Now its to cold for the lady under water, that’s frustrating,
I don’t want to keep doing experiments, just want to get
somewhere

But I can feel it’s the mind and some memories but not really
my urge to breath...The panic to run out of air comes from
somewhere else... not the actual situation

2.5 apnea

June/ July break due to weather conditions

Training at Bicton pool

Need more energy from A. Still waiting for robs jetty
information concerning visibility, lights, distance, and boat for
filming When I ask him for an information it takes ages

Way to murky to much current to do anything

Facial emersion 2 min without stress it starts to fell ok now
before I got really freaky as soon as my face hits the water,
my body telling me I am drowning although I keep breathing
through the snorkel but gasping like there is no air
Breathhold one min, thought says there is no air, but not even
a contraction, is the mind that panics
9.5 apnea
1.30min dive, stress is only in the mind, there is more, my body
starts to let go

One part of the funding fell through, so that’s a bit of a
bummer, guess I don’t want to freeze in the cold water if there
is no incentive,
Still waiting for robs jetty information concerning visibility, lights,
distance, and boat for filming
Since August
Regular pool training for freediving
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Now real experimentation starts, as I feel under control,
contractions start at 25 m in a dynamic,
but easing off
Body and mind are now identifying areas of improvement.
Adjusting body positions, and breath up techniques, different
mental states…real training
Spiralling, short little dances underwater up to 3 m really easy
12.9 apnea training
tables, labs, static breath holds
19.9 apnea training
CO2 tables are really hard, it just loads the body and after the
last short recovery time at the end the body feels so heavy
It’s like meditation keeping the mind calm to allow the dive
reflex to fully kick in almost observant of what’s happening in
the body
26.9 apnea training
The biggest limits are in the mind,
It’s a mental block that normally stops my dynamic at 39 m,
not my capacity
2.10 apnea training

both finning techniques possible
dolphin, normal...dolphin helps with contractions
Changed the finning style and extended dynamic to 50 m in
the pool
3.10 apnea
Depth training at Hillarys, water still very cold, ears wont
equalize deeper than 10 m, but can hold a static at that
depth : More personal challenge now…
Depth I need for filming next two sequences is there, now its
just pushing the time between breaths
10.10 apnea training
17.10 apnea training
31.10 apnea training
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Just went through the climbs, footlock, hiplock
Need more strength in lifting my legs over my head
Have to develop daily practise.
Sometimes aerial is so frustrating because I feel so heavy, even
more so the more normal and light I feel in comparison in the
water during my dive training
26.2.2011
Practise with Pauline, feels so nice, its good to do it outside of
class.
She had some useful tips for me:
Especially pulling the legs in like a frog to do the straddles Also
to just get on the silk with one go and no fluffing around to
save energy. That was important
My routine consisted of:
Contemporary and Russian climb both sides
5 straddles with a break
Straddle into a lock both sides

Excerpt aerial training diary

Tin soldier 3 times
And then my arms were dead; wish I had more strength and
endurance

11.2.2011
Back at training new teacher
Really feel the long break

Since end of February improvement through training 2 per
week,

Also need to practise twice per week to advance

images begin to settle in the mind;

Still struggling with straddles in the air

Nelly very helpful in cleaning things up, more succinct
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progression
Very challenging and painful to keep body in the air, hardest
experience of gravity
April 2011
Slowly moves become easier, strength has build up but also
the option to see the execution of movement, understand the
principle behind
As it does not feel embodied and owned on a subconscious
level, not a big freedom to play with it, merely mastering the
skills
Continues practice 2 per week
Some movement settles in, but endurance and strength
difficult.
Three dimensions become clearer.
Music chosen:
Identified several sequences which now I put in practise
4 m feels safe now, salto still scaring
Maybe mind takes over the body ?
Fear influences behaviour
Still not enough images in my mind, need to YouTube more
My body has adapted to the silks now,
it does not feel that hard anymore,
straddles which were impossible for a year is now ok,
Still the processing from watching to doing is difficult,
it has not become that clarity in itself,
and the knowledge of how the body moves.
Translating what I see in the 3 dimensions works only in little
steps,

My Training list
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and than that’s often to hard to do because you lack the
momentum from the move, the laws of physics

June

May

* Finding the right amount of pressure for the hands, easing of
the grip

The climbing gets more secure, knee bites still difficult
Slow development of a reference structure in my mind,
schemata and representation.
Silk becomes reference line for the room so I can see how
moves are relation to a flat surface
* Moving around a flexible line requires still some bending in my
brain
* There are moments of rest finally up in the air
* Huge gap between how I would like it and what I am able to
do
* I can’t express my self yet, not enough skills words to say what
I want to say within this
* This is deeply annoying for me as an artist, even feel anger
and worthlessness at times
* Letting go is the only thing that is not an option!!!
You can’t let go or you hurt yourself so one needs to find ways
to rest and establish equilibrium

* Allowing the silk to take over the joy in the moment wrapping
and compression and also sense of liberty

* Finding the relaxation of the holding
* Being upside down is ok even if its 6 m above the ground, I
deeply trust my body and my hands
* Moving with it

Blau
Exploration with the dancers from link

27/10/11

28/10
Water flower exercise:
Finding new moves through impulses of others
Staying in sync with your partner by picking up on the same energy
Allowing head to follow the rest of the body
allows for more fluidity in the movement
Playing with this partnering and traveling

Talk about gravity,
dancers’ experiences: floating in the red sea/memories being kids/
difficulties with floating
Elements to base the improvisation structure on:
*Somatic warm up:
sinking in the floor and floor coming up
exploring space and gravity
Falling into gravity:
Heaviness gained by allowing the weight to sink into the floor
develop the first small moves with this internal sensation
Watching (freedive) video to introduce notions of weightlessness to
non-diving dancers.
They consequently translate their kinesthetic sensation and feelings
from watching the video as an embodied response, deeply situating
the expression in the individual

29/10
Playing with experts quotes: finding a kinesthetic response
Verbalize the sensation or expand it into a dance move

Quotes from experts (I interviewed)
- I stick my arms out like a bird and drift down.
- Just falling...like out of an airplane or dropping a ball
- It was being like in a big aquarium
- I really love to close my eyes a lot when I am in the water
- it’s something very intimate, it’s between me and myself
- it relaxes me but it kind of takes all the thoughts away, empty
- I like to listen to the sounds of the water, it has like certain vibrations
- it calms me down…and specially like to listen to it when I close my
eyes,
- You are in the water you do feel weightless.
- Often people are quite graceful and majestic under water
- They don’t have to cope with the weight of their bodies anymore.
- It’s a bit like that when you are down there, you experience a bit of
an alternate reality
- you are just visiting; it’s not your world really.
-…So I just do it because I love it, there is almost no other thing on
the earth that I find remotely as satisfying as freediving…
- Poetry of this falling into the nowhere.
- You are falling but you are still 100 per cent
- with what you are and where you are, knowing exactly what you
do and where you are, how deep you are and what your body is
doing, what your heart is doing, where the water is and where the
surface is and the bottom is…
- A spiral…
- once you are suspended there is absolutely no importance to what
is up or down, because you are suspended…
its for me two things, either spirals and the other one is just motionless,
and there is a lot of movement in motionless
- Invisible presence
- Absolute space
I asked the dancers to translate the quotes into their bodies:
Main response of the dancers was the experience of feeling
ecstatic, joyful and freedom. I picked the moves that touched me
the most and had the deepest connection to images from the
experts in their interviews about their sensations underwater.
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2/11
Different aspects of movability underwater:
total freedom, move for movement’s sake
Working individual and unison
Dropping in and out of worlds
Keeping it quite pedestrian, gestural and small
4/11
Improvisation
Finding individual moves as looped response
(restart the movement where it meets its beginning)
Repeatable sequence of chosen elements
that resembled joy of movement
(this proved difficult as dancers in their own words “ usually
movement is imposed, we are not asked to find our own”, this
required the most support on my behalf to allow them to truly
embody their own experience)

5/11
Refinement process
The energy and movements radars from center of intention
Connection back to the initial themes
Finding a space that resembles the possibilities of freedom
Prepared editing sheet for Mel
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9 /11
All movement elements joined together
Exploring transitions
Synching dance sequences with editing process
15/11
Go through Michael’s feedback
Transitions/ sequence
Extrapolate clearer between individuation and
unison Notion of space
16/11
Projections
Underwater animals spread out in weaving
Push the speed super fast and slow
till you get to the point where you need to stop
exertion out of pleasure
Silence hold still
17.19/11
Technical polish
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HOW CLOSE DO YOU WANT ME?
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PUBLIC SPACE
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Modelbuch sea inside

Rehearsal plan

November 2012
First week: gathering of material, exploration, looking for connection
between underwater, aerial, poetry, films
Following the impulses, trusting that research will inform the process,
playfulness
First hour warm up
Tuesday
5-7pm work with silks exploring swinging / verticality / suspension
movement developing material
7pm-9pm working on the floor creating phrase material with
movement staying arising from the text
Wednesday
5-7pm Explore projections in relation to aerial silk, shadows, mirror
affects etc., doubling movement
7-9pm Work on first scene with fluid sequential movement, exploring
text movement relation
Thursday
5-7pm aerial hammock movement material reflecting floating and
aquacity
Souroundedness
7-9pm Light and shadow with projections, connection to whales
through text, moment of suspension
Friday
5-7pm Sliding, gliding, falling, altered sense of gravity, on the silks
7-9pm Sculptures stillness, floating lyricism
Romantic notions in movement?
Second week: shifting through the material, establishing structure of
the poetry as Skelton for the performance
Start aerial chorography, start choreography with video
Start poetry in the air

6.11.12
Setting up
Finding the equilibrium allowing the silk to take over

Joy
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Compression and pain bears a sense of liberty from the ground
Finding the right amount of pressure grip in the hands, softness that allows breath
Exploring the movements, ease, swinging, fluidity
Deciding elements for choreography and positions for poetry
Explored the text, feeling the word
7.11.12
Warm up
6 consolidate aerial material, work on sequences without silks
Aerial sequences
Text aerial connection
Playing with projection
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8.11.12
shifting through material what belongs where
Trying to connect the thread
Discussion about light, light spilling through the liquid and its
translation: notion of liquid light on stage?
Projector alone one dimension—again technical challenges
scream for collaboration and high technical equipment
Where does pedestrian movement fit?
9.11.12
Looking for movement fitting my body
the topic of aquacity
fluidity serene stillness
Floating lyricism
expanded time-fast movement as opposite
No movement at all
Stronger feel for the layering
connection of elements
Needs to be liquids
Jonathan burrows structure
learning the sequence
Explore videos
On silks
calmness of the underwater findings
13.11.12
Translation of oriental moves to express gravity floating
integrate floor to break folkloric elements
Music dark wood 1?
After sun dance move piece in floating water first…which
Trying aerial routine
no strength today
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14.11.12
Practise aerial
Utilise silks as veils, clothes etc.
Words Working through text sampler
16.11
Text movement patterns building block
Sequence underwater mirrored in other moves
Silk as gravity line
Focus point
Inner story
17.11.12
Movement repertoire inspired by underwater
experience
but also connected to moves on silk
Tango with silk…entry point?
Thinking of the space:
the two small-scale spaces are conducive
to the immersive transformation that I hope to achieve
20.11.12
Movement
Impro pouring drifting, falling
sequential movement
waves motivating from different parts
driftwood
buoyancy in the legs and ankles
22.11.12
meeting with
lightening person.
Setting possibilities
Elements
Projections
Floor sequence
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Appendix 5
Expert Interviews
These semi-structured “interviews “ or creative discussion were recorded and transcribed by me.
The responses became like a “comparative chart” for the research joining substance (experience) and form (expressions).
The inspiration and ideas I got from this discussions, are articulated and contained within the performance work. In this sense, the
actual practice can be perceived as translation from the central ideas of the interviewees. Initial themes and patterns emerged
from the data, underlying for me the intimacy between experience, perception and expression.
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Amelia Rudolph
Founder of Project Bandaloop, Vertical
choreographer and Rock-climber

When did you start climbing?
I think it was the fall of 1980, I actually went out to Yosemite. I had
friends who climbed and I mentored under them, kind of in the old
fashioned climbing tradition, where you go and you learn and they
were really great teachers, and they were safe and interested in back
country routes and rational climbing. So I did a lot of crack climbing
and face climbing in Yosemite, but of course there weren’t any gyms
at that time. It was all about being in the Sierra, and it was really,
really wonderful, and I fell in love with being in the Sierra, and being
on the rock and being high in the sky on the rock - with birds and
lizards, it was a very magical time for me. Well out in that area, we did
yoga, there are places like this all over the Sierra. The air smells sweet,
and there is nobody around, and the wind is blowing and there are
animals around you and you are engaged very intensely, physically
and mentally when you’re climbing, as you know, and there is
something about the combination of being super physical engaged as an athlete in that environment of calm and beauty and wind. It’s a
great mix in which the experience is very intense and beautiful.
How do you experience gravity?

Amelia Rudolph photographed by Russya Connor
interview: 28-30. 06.11 Sierra Nevada range and East Fork
campground, California, USA

Like any other human being, it’s always there. I respect gravity, in
the sense that I sometimes remind people, that it never stops. So
sometimes you are up there, on the wall dancing and you kind
of forget it’s serious, because you feel so light. I would say my
relationship to gravity is deep, deep respect, but also obviously
of the work, there is a way where what I do as an artist, dancing
with gravity, allows me and the dancers and people involved to
experience gravity somewhat differently, just a different perspective.
That’s part of what makes this work very alluring to people, because
we all dream about soaring and flying so when you see people
who appear to be soaring and flying they are acting out your inner
‘dream-wishes’. Gravity never takes a lunch break, that’s what I once
said in an interview.
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Is the play with gravity part of your inspiration?

How does it translate to the audience?

Absolutely, whether you are high on a cliff or even low on a cliff, there
is something about dancing. Ok, let’s start here, when you’re on a
building and you are close to the anchor. When you are close to the
anchor, you are actually quite heavy on the wall and I enjoy that,
because, even though it’s harder on your body, you can dance in a
way that is much more like dancing on the ground. You are grounded
onto the wall, you can stand on your knees and you can sit down.
You can do foot work. You can move from your centre in a way that is
similar to being on the ground and that relationship is a relationship to
gravity like a dancer, like I have on the ground. That intrigues me.
It has to do with the actual tension and pull of gravity and working
with your own abilities as a mover and dancer to play with that
tension. As you move away from your anchor, that tension lessens and
lessens and lessens and you are able to jump. My biggest jumps have
been 11 seconds. On a skyscraper when you are 250 feet down from
your anchor, you are like: where is the wall, where is the wall, where
is the wall. Ok is coooooming, alright. It’s just amazing. It is almost
like that tension you feel when you are standing on the ground. But
gravity gets lightened or loosened as you move away from your
anchor and all those various differences as you move are all intriguing
to me, so it’s not just that I like being as gravity-free as possible, I
actually really like all the stages. I love dancing on the ground and I
love being 250 feet from my anchor where I have an 11second jump
and they are very, very different. The rules of gravity are rewritten and
you’re rewriting them as you’re dancing. When you are that far from
your anchor there is an amazing feeling of buoyancy. I have dreams
fairly regularly where I have troubles touching down, where I am in
a bar, a restaurant, I am walking along the street and I am having
problems touching down. I think it’s because the cells in my body had
enough time in my life, where I am flying, flying through the air and
that feeling of buoyancy that I have experienced and that is what
I think the audience experiences with us. This is one of the reasons
why people enjoy the work. The feeling of buoyancy does create a
sensation perhaps; that things are not really what you thought they
are. There is a possibility in the world that you didn’t know was there
and that is amazing and a hope for the audience.

I know for me, and of course it’s different because I am a dancer, but
when I go to see dance I feel my body feels a lot of things that they
are doing. And as a dancer I feel it probably in a lot of more detail
than a layperson, but I think that the reason why people who aren’t
dancers enjoy going to see dance is because as you watch dance
you sense it kinetically yourself, internally, somatically. When I first saw
Baryshnikov leap in 1977, as a little girl in Chicago, my body felt this
incredible lift. I felt it in my body. There are so many times I had those
experiences, where I feel what they are feeling. I think audiences
feel, dancers or not, because they have body, somatic awareness,
however in-tune they are. If you like dance, if you are going to
dance, you probably have some interest and sensibility that way, I
think that it is vicariously felt inside their body in any dance. And so
when you are seeing us flying, I think they feel it on some cellular and
psychological level.
Is there a certain set of feelings that gets stimulated through the
activity, any others than the ones you’ve mentioned already?
That’s hard, there are so many, you know it, you saw. Unlike dancing
on the ground, which can hurt when you are training a lot and
performing a lot, your ankles, knees, parts of your body can get sore,
but in this work it is pretty much always your back and your neck. But
the fatigue that I felt during this work, ‘specially if you do 8 shows over
4 days! I am an athlete who enjoys endurance, not everybody does.
I remember a few times where we strung three pieces together and
we are going to do the third piece and there is a gestural section,
high on the wall, it’s heavy and you are using your arms. Gesture work
in general is the most strenuous of this work, because you are literally
looking like you are standing on the ground, but you are standing on
a wall. You are using your arms, often away from centre, that is the
hardest on your core and this third piece is beginning with this gestural
part, that feeling you have to dig down, because you are performing
and you want to do them full out expressively but fatigued, and my
core is like screaming at me. You know those moments are really hard
and also very cool.
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What we do is this interesting blend of sport and art, poetry and
power. In those moments you need to find the poetry, you need to
find the power even though you are so tired, it takes that athletic
endurance to pull it off in a way that it happens on the ground
in dance, but it happens in our work a lot. It’s physically hard,
demanding. So there are those sensations too, your body is really kind
of stressed out and you are trying to find the poetry anyway.
What kind of images emerge when you think about gravity?
There is often a battling with the press, they want to say they are
gravity defying, bla bla blaa, and I know certain people enjoy being
gravity defiers. I am not one of them and that is because if gravity
could be a goddess, I would be sure to light candles for her regularly.
Because I feel like we have a relationship with that force. And only
through respecting that force and really understanding how serious
it is, to manage the safety of what we are doing, are we able to
keep it as beautiful and fun as it is. And people who aren’t us have
had really bad accidents. Almost always it’s human error, so you
have to recognise that humans are completely fallible, but gravity is
not! It’s all-powerful on earth. So my image is this deep respect and
understanding for gravity. That is all-powerful. So to do what we do, I
am not gravity defying in any way. I am gravity honouring, respecting
and so that luxury, that beauty, that buoyancy that we are allowed is
a gift. I really hope to never forget that.
Have you tried to show this in your work?
I say goddess only because for me the divine is a force, I am not of
any faith but I am a person who has a deep reverence for nature,
amazing, miraculous forces and patterns of energy that are all
around us. I have some Buddhist practices in my life that allow me to
be aware and mindful of those and including the miracle of human
life and what we are capable of. Human spirit, human imagination it’s
all part of that.

And so in terms of honouring that, managing all the challenges that
we are going through to make this grace and beauty, and hopefully
provocative at moments, work that is honouring that energy. As an
artist I feel it’s my challenge, possibly my obligation, but certainly my
challenge to do what it takes to celebrate that life force and the
human imagination and potential and kind of question the status
quo of everything, in a sense that there are a lot of people in our
world who, including me, get stuck, we all get stuck in our daily life, in
making money; in those things. I lived in India, just being able to eat
and have a shelter. For a lot of people, most people in the world, that
is their core driven force in their life, to feed their children, to keep
safe and warm or cold enough. I respect that level of life and in fact
a lot of those people who are living that life might be lacking a flat
screen TV but they are richer in their family life and their relationships
because they are closer to the earth, closer to each other. However
if you have the luxury, like I do, living in North America, middle class
person, to be able to create art, it’s a challenge and obligation to
inspire people; spark their imagination, especially young kids. I love it
when they come up and are full of questions and excitement.
Can you draw a connection between those physical experiences
and any other areas of your life?
Especially when I first started climbing, I was very aware of all the
metaphors and lessons that were embedded in climbing and how
so many people have different relationships to climbing. So many
people want to conquer the mountains, some want to reach the
summit. I am more of a process person, I think that is slightly a gender
thing, I told you the lizard story. When things are hard and scary,
our vision narrows, and that is so true in life. Everything what I have
learned and tried to put into practice from climbing. When things get
hard and your vision narrows, number one, do the sort of Buddhist
thing and go: this is hard and my vision has narrowed. I just stated
what is, be aware, because you might not be able to fix it. Being
aware that it is happening helps. I realize that that’s happening and
take a breath, try to open my peripheral vision, mentally, and look
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around and soften and allow noticing. That that’s really happening
can help. Breathe, look around, see the bigger picture. Often you
can do that. Which I learned from climbing, you see the next hold.
And that’s been a huge life lesson.
Has climbing changed the way you dance?
It certainly physically changed the way I dance. I was learning
contact improvisation just before I started to climb and I think
climbing is contact improvisation. Our partner is the rock. A big
crossover for me is sensing what I am climbing as a partner and when
I can do that I climb way better. Being in my body that way, where
your energy is going from the centre to the feeling while you are
climbing, that is a crossover.
Is there a favourite move?
Yes I have a favourite move. My favourite is only possible when
you are 200 feet from your anchor, so you can only do it in a rare
skyscraper moment and that move is called the double matrix. It
is basically two people, connected, start this rotation as they are
leaving the wall, two people rotating around each other and the
double matrix is once you’ve gone around, once you pull tighter. This
causes you to go a whole other rotation and then you undo it on the
way back. And the first time I did it, was on a skyscraper in Atlanta
with Marc, both of us looked at each other - like oh my god! We were
confused as an athlete or mover. What just happened? It really felt
impossible, an amazing feeling. Honestly, other than that, the simple
jumps like jumping in the air and having that release moment while
you are buoyant, while you are floating down.

Could every performer benefit from learning how to climb, could
kinaesthetic awareness improve?
That’s an interesting question, reminds me a little bit of should football
players take ballet barre. Because it’s so different from their skills set
and sensitivity, very different from what they are used to. I could see
how it could benefit you because you are moving differently, your
sense of gravity is different, the sense of where our centre is changes,
so I think it could be additive to their skill set of being a dancer. If you
did get into climbing, to the point where you were leading, placing
your own protection. Leading teaches you so much in general that
it would help many aspects in your life, including performance, so in
that sense yes, but do I think that every performer should climb? No.
Do you think there is a physical ability? Like once you are connected
with gravity in your kinaesthetic sense, does it show physically?
You mean specifically related to this work? For example, there are a
couple of people here in this workshop who are really good dancers
on the ground and doing this work, some people take to it, some
people don’t. So the question is when they do, does it change
how they dance on the ground or not? I think it can. I don’t think it
necessarily does. For me in my awareness of the details I can play
with gravity on the ground after doing this work, because with this
work the gestures relating to gravity are often much longer and
bigger, when you are on the ground. When you are playing with
your centre, you are dropping down. You are changing weight,
foot to foot. How you move from your centre, all that kind of stuff is
much more nuanced in a certain way than on the ground and you
become much more aware. I have become more aware of how
different that is from what we are doing up here. So I think it taught
me something. I think everyone is different. Did my dancers dance
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differently on the ground after they did this work? Not necessarily. It’s
a different set of skills, and sure they inform each other. It has informed
my dancing on the ground and it made me appreciate dancing
on the ground in a new and different way. But I don’t think it’s like a
necessary inclusion.
Gravity can mirror internal sensation, are there any words that occur
for you from the physical experiences?
I think it’s more serious, like when things have a lot of gravity to them
then to me they are serious; it’s important, it’s foundational. Those
kinds of words I would say or feelings and sensations. I wouldn’t put
it as it weighs you down, it’s more about being a core important,
fundamental, serious thing.
How is this now? Is climbing still exciting after all those years?
Ohh yeah! The sad thing for me is I haven’t had the chance to climb
outside much at all and I love climbing outside. For many reasons
between managing my dance company, choreographing and
climbing indoors a lot because it is so easy, I have not been outside
as much. But even the indoor climbing, I love the sensation of it. I
like the feeling of it on my body. For me it’s sort of this cross-band of
awareness, of tension and energy through my body from my hand
down to my shoulder, chest, down to the opposite foot through my
core that I use when I am climbing. It’s really different from any other
activity that I do. Sometimes I use it in dance, but because you are
holding through your hands that sensation of foot to opposite hand
connection is very obvious to me when I am climbing through my
core, and I like that feeling. I call them sometimes ‘low gravity days’,
when I am climbing and I do call them ‘high gravity days’. A high

gravity day is when I sort of float up a climb and it is smooth and easy,
well easier. Almost every time I get onto a building or a cliff, even
in the studio, but more on a building or a cliff, I feel like a kid. I feel
like someone who [smiles] it is very childlike, it’s like you get to that
feeling. I remember more recently when we were at Atlanta at that
skyscraper, or in Yosemite at that cliff - I shout. Sounds are coming
out of me that are really silly sounding, but it’s joy. I love it, I still love it,
totally.
Anything else about gravity in your work, your creative work?
When I was in college I went to India and I studied Indian dance.
I spent time in India, so I have a connection. It was not out of the
blue and when I was there, what I wrote was about the difference
in gravity, in dance, east and west, long before this. Even before
I started climbing and I had this theory, that in India and in Africa
dance is extremely about down, footwork, and the knees are bent,
downwardly gravitationally. It’s very grounded footwork. They rarely
jump in Indian dance, down, down, down. In the west, especially with
the beginning of ballet, it started to go up, lift, lift, lift, pointe shoe,
leaps, skinniness, all about up. I just explored, what that was about, or
why that happened, and just think it’s interesting that entire traditions
can be based on a sensibility around gravity: African dance has a
sensibility around gravity. In the west in classical ballet it’s up. I think
everything changed with modern dance. They changed everything,
it’s all a jumble now. And then people like me - totally playing with
gravity in different ways.
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Hans Florine
International Rock Climbing Champion, World
Record Holder in Speed Climbing and Rigger for
Project Bandaloop
interview: 29.06.11 East Fork Campground, Eastern Sierra
When did you start climbing?
That was in college when I was 19, we went out to climb a 7 metres high boulder,
in the middle of a cow field. It was fun. Someone in the dormitory had asked if
someone wanted to join them and rock climbing seemed like something I always
wanted to try and here it was offered for free by someone down the hall.
How do you experience gravity, are you aware?
Of course you are aware, you can’t help but notice that your arms and hands are
completely pumped because you are trying to stay on the wall so something is
pulling at you all the time. One of the great challenges of climbing is trying to find,
I use the word “architecturally”, best position. So you can position your body so
gravity is not getting the best of you, I guess .
Architecturally? Least amount of pull?
Well your legs tend to be much stronger than your arms. So anytime you can
shift your weight so your weight sits on your feet, or pull with your legs it is a huge

Hans Florine photographed by Russya Connor
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benefit. I have been climbing for 39 years and I have seen where kids
that are 15 or even 20 years younger than me, I can outclimb them
even though they are stronger than me, they can do more pull ups
they can hang on little tiny edges, but I can outclimb them because I
know, I have learned to use my body architecturally to push, pull and
tug with my lower body, with my legs.
Is gravity a friend or do you fight it?
It is definitely a friend, definitely.

the pub after it’s over. That’s why Everest isn’t one of my goals.
Is there a certain set of feelings that gets stimulated?
There is pride, and that’s, you know, again, kind of a trigger word
for some people. Pride always precedes the fall, or something. But
you have pride in yourself for accomplishing things, there is selfconfidence. A challenge was placed before you, a problem, you
solved it – and then there is self-confidence, rewards.

What’s the most inspiring quality in climbing for you?

Is there an altered state of mind, a different mindset?

There are many goals, committing to them, and then accomplishing
them. You know, not just in climbing, but in life it’s a great way to go
and pace yourself. Climbing has all these little tiny goals in it, and it
might be, can I reach that hand hold that is just half a metre away?
And how do I need to do that? Then you accomplish it and go, oh
yeah I just achieved something. That’s a huge human quality to have
something - I use the word “challenge”, some people say “problem”,
but then you solve the problem or you meet the challenge or you
meet the goal. And some of them are big things, like climbing El Cap
with some people takes like 3-4 days; it took me 3 or 4 days to do, and
then you go faster but sometimes it’s a mountain climb versus a cliff
climb. So there are lots of goals in climbing, and some of them are
tiny, like I just said, and some of them are huge, like climbing Everest,
which I haven’t done.
But Everest doesn’t intrigue me, I call it the “m-word”, it’s
mountaineering, it’s more off a patience thing. I don’t know, you
don’t really conquer things, like you conquer cliffs. The rock is always
there but for mountaineers, it is about telling the story back at the
pub. How miserable it was in the storm, and how they survived
this and that. Whereas what I like to do, I call it “t-shirt and shorts”
climbing. You are smiling while you are doing it, instead of smiling at

I have come from a background of lots of different athletic things,
track and field and other team sports, so I came to climbing being
an athlete already and I thought of climbing more as an athletic
endeavour, more so than adventuring. I think some people come
to climbing as an adventure or maybe even as a thrill seeker, but
I came to it as this is an athletic recreation. I have certainly had
some fun adventures as well, but my entry into climbing was as an
athlete. There are lots of cool ways to challenge yourself athletically
in climbing; it uses the tips of your fingers, your toes and a lot of things,
your neck too [laughs].
What kind of images emerge when you think about gravity?
I am involved with Project Bandaloop and often when I think of
gravity I think of somebody swinging on a rope. There is a place on
the nose of El Capitan. This is the most famous big wall route in the
world where you have to do this huge pendulum swing. Oftentimes
when people say gravity I think of that person there swinging this
pendulum swing, because there it’s a cliché, but it’s perfect for the
word; they are defying gravity. You are out there on this 3000 feet cliff,
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half way up at 1500 feet above the ground and you are swinging
on a rope and it’s gravity that’s pushing you on the end of the rope
but you are swinging. You are kind of going with it, you are defying
gravity. It is kind of cool.
And people throw it in your face: gravity always wins, or the rock
always will be there, so you can’t conquer, you can’t beat it but you
can defy it sometimes, which is fun.
Any other images it evokes?
Many others, but I think you want my first impression. Like the verb
of gravitating towards something. I think most people, when you
say gravity, they think of it as “ahhh it’s pulling me down to earth”,
but when you gravitate towards something, you gravitate towards
something that is cool, hopefully, something that attracts you. But
now we are just getting into the pun and play of words. I gravitate
towards climbing because I like it.
Any other sense?
The gravity of the situation? Ja, and that happens often, when you
are in a critical situation, more so in mountaineering, because that is
usually more risky and less athletic. Oh the gravity of the situation is
getting pretty heavy. So we are climbing, we are on a mountain so
the snow is coming down and mother nature is being bad to us, like
the gravity of the situation, pretty bad, or getting heavy.
Any other images?
Not so much, I think maybe of astronauts bouncing around. How they
get to march, which brings up dancers again. I always get questions
about Bandaloop. That’s really cool you get to be better than
Baryshnikov. Because you can leave the dance floor, you can defy

gravity, you can do three pirouettes and triple turn and come back
softly to the dance floor, which Baryshnikov could never do.
Was that an achievement for you to develop a dancing side?
It didn’t really play into my climbing. I did it because it was very
novel. I am a public speaker, so I get up on the stage and perform
for people, teaching, because I am a celebrity in a small community,
and get asked to speak and present, but I also like performing in
front of people otherwise. Like competition, it is really fun, you get
to compete and live in front of others, whereas dancing-climbingdancing with Bandaloop you get to rehearse what you do before.
And I don’t have any dance skills, other than what Amelia or the folks
of Bandaloop have taught me when I did the performances with
them. They tried to keep me in the role of the climber/dancer.
Does your experience when you climb impact on your life, do you
take something from the wall into other areas of your life?
I guess, simple things like fitness. Climbing keeps me fit, fit for other
things in my life. But philosophical, there are all the metaphors of
reaching the top, investing so much investment in moving one inch
or one foot and one rope length but yet, then you achieve this peak
that’s hundreds of feet long.
There are all those sorts of metaphors about reaching a goal.
Sometimes I use them in other aspects of life. Oh this report that’s due
in a week, it took me hours just to do a fifth of it – but I think: I climbed
El Cap. It took me 3 days, but I had to start with a couple of hours
doing this. Many metaphors easily translate. And that’s why many
climbers are often asked to be speakers: the stories and the lessons
are very easy to translate into life lessons.
I think, one of the biggest days climbing by myself was climbing Half
Dome and El Cap in a day. I was completely exhausted at the end
of it. I mean you are just so exhausted that you are laying down and
you find out after a minute that you are laying down on this pointed
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rock that’s poking into your rib, but you are just so tired that you don’t
care, you can’t even move up. This rock is sticking into your back. But
I have a picture of me at the end of that day with this look of like a
Jewish person that’s come out of Auschwitz, they are just famished
they look like they are on the edge of death. But at the same time I
had this smile on my face of what I had accomplished in those last
22 hours of effort from hiking and climbing and more hiking and more
climbing. So there was this combination of the human spirit and then
pushed to the very edge of its life but yet in my facial expression, but
wow, super duper happy or prideful or rewarded. So that’s a big one.
So when you think, oh I have to get up for work at five today or on
Monday, something like this is ridiculous compared to what I have
done on a big day of climbing. So the effort to do some of the things
you might whine about in day-to-day regular life seems silly.
Has the excitement disappeared?
Not so much. I really want to share adventures with my kids more so
than accomplish my one adventure. I try to be a kid with them again
and I try to be very cautious not to push climbing on them. I want
them to like it on their own.
There is something natural in kids not to like what their parents do, but
I mean we have made climbing like playing baseball to them. It’s not
that it’s uncool, it’s just not exotic.
Does the body respond emotionally?
Like I said, I come from the athletics more so than from the adventure
reason to join climbing, anytime I push myself in exercising endeavour
the endorphins feel really good.
The additional benefit, all the lessons you learn, the accomplishment
is rewarding. It’s fun to push your body to see what it can do. You
are exhausted, you get those endorphins. I always think it’s funny

when people say “oh my body is so sore” from whatever they did. I
am wondering if they’re upset or glad that they did something that
made their body sore. I am always glad, oh I did something strenuous
enough. That my body is alive and it got to do something that taxed
it, that pushed it.
A lot of people, when you do the Q&A, when you are a public
speaker ask if you are scared of heights. I am scared, especially
when you start at the edge of a building, you got to look over the
edge and wow, that’s really high but with climbing you get to adjust
to it, because you usually start at the bottom going up 10, 20, 30, 40,
50 feet up. Once you are 150 feet up, you are gonna be dead no
matter whether you are 150 or 5000 feet and so you try to be logical,
I am not gonna survive this anyhow, but there is always that sort of
gasp of that exposure, but I think that that is healthy and correct
to be afraid of heights and it’s probably why I have been able to
climb for 30 years and not have a serious accident, because I am
appreciative of how dangerous it is. A lot of the time people ask me,
because I am known to be a really fast climber, the world’s fastest
climber, if I ever sacrifice safety for speed. I don’t.
Oftentimes the safety things I do are more so than those quoted
normal for a competent climber. Because when you are safe, it
kind of frees you. To kind of go for it a little more because you have
your backup systems in place or being safer, especially when you
communicate that to your partner. You have more trust with them,
you can now go for it. You have the trust and knowledge. And the
very obvious part: the shorter time you are on the dangerous terrain
the less time there is to get hurt. You are very focused when you go
fast. Speed climbing, you are intensely focused, and that’s probably
why there has not been any rescue for a speed climber since
Yosemite.
Any poetic image?
I would think of the person bounding sidewise on the El Cap.
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Nelly Simpson
Aerial artist and Educator

photograph courtesy of the artist

interview: 02.06.2011 at my home

When and why did you choose to learn aerials?
I was originally interested in theatre and film. When I was young I
featured in a film and got very interested in it and acting and then
I studied theatre for 3 years, but it wasn’t for me. It wasn’t physical
enough for me, especially the course that I was doing which was
quite theoretical and I got quite frustrated.
I was always active when I was at school or as a teenager. So then I
actually got very inspired when I saw Circus Oz for the first time back
in the early 90s. And I just found myself surrounded by some interesting
people who were doing contemporary circus at the time.
I just made a decision at 21, that that’s what I am going to do and so
I moved from where I was living at the time, in Denmark, a little sleepy
town, up to the city, so that I could find some way to get involved in
the circus up here: specifically aerials.
I met Helen Ambling, who later become my aerial teacher, a French
aerial teacher, who is now at NICA. She was studying with Decroux in
France for a year so she had a bit of mime experience.
So that’s what I was interested in: movement based physicality,
theatrical work that was airborne. And I found myself a job with a
flying trapeze, which is now set up at the river, but originally was set up
in Hillarys Holiday Park.
And I was a trained flyer and then I become a catcher and I worked
on that rig for one year…which was actually a little bit too much to
begin with, as I found myself getting very stiff, as I wasn’t actually
seasoned yet to do flying trapeze, which is probably the most hard
core aerial work that you can do.
Then I had to spend a couple of years unravelling the injuries that I
received, which weren’t huge, but I had stiffened up a bit in my back
so I got involved in yoga. So it was through doing a lot of therapeutic
yoga, and working with Helen, the French aerial teacher, that I
found, that actually cured my body when I worked up in the air in the
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correct way.
So it was sort of a mixture of physical satisfaction and the mental state
that I received because of that. And the theatrical expression, I think,
and I actually feel a lot safer performing from a distance, up in the air,
than I do in a cabaret side venue, where you’re up close and more
vulnerable, and exposed. Kind of protective mechanism, because I
am quite a shy performer when it comes to it, really [laughter].
And what is the experience that got you hooked? Now you have
been doing it for quite a while.
Yeah, 15 years, that is a long-time. Initially the idea, the image of
being up in the air, because the image that I was actually, the image
that captured my total imagination was when I saw Tanya Lester
doing web.
She is quite a well-known Australian aerialist and she won quite a few
competitions when she was a teenager. I did not know any of this. I
just saw her perform on a spinning web and the velocity of that act
is quite high powered, she is spinning around by one arm or one foot
and makes different shapes while she is spinning.
This is the first circus act I ever learned, because I was completely
blown away by this image, and by the centrifugal force that literally
picked her body up, swung [her] horizontal in the air.
So initially it was an image and the feeling I got from that image,
which was just really a big wow factor, but I guess also those early
Circus Oz shows were pretty rebellious.
They captured a certain essence of Australian spirit that really applied
to me at the time and then later, when I actually started working
in the air, I just got enormous joy from being, I guess, from doing
something I found very difficult at the start. , I actually found it really
difficult to climb a rope. It did not come natural to me at all...and

so the sense of achievement that I got from persevering with that
and then the ease that starts to come once you’ve persevered and
you’ve developed a technique where you find you are quite light
up in the air I felt really. It made me feel incredibly good in a lot of
different ways, in a sense of confidence, but also in a sense of feeling
strong and light in my body which was something perhaps that I
struggled with as a child.
As I am quite tall, I always felt like this big long goofey, awkward thing
[laughs] and so I think developing a way to move gracefully in the air
was incredibly elating for me. I remember as I child I always wanted
to be the one that got picked up and thrown in the air, but I always
was the big kid that never got that, so I always had that yearning
[laughs], that I could be thrown around, so I just had to learn to do
that for myself.
I think a lot of people get that kind of strength out of it, that self-worth
or doing it for yourself, that lightness and achievement.
Ja, there is a sense of self-control but also a sense of freedom in it, sort
of a mixture of those two things which is an interesting mixture.
Yeah, because too much self-control can become rigid.
Which is a problem too. I just had the conversation with an aerialist,
sometimes they have a lot of troubles in their emotional lives of letting
go, so busy holding on all the time - lest you fall.
When performing in your activity, how do you experience gravity or
what is your relationship?
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The most sensual experience of gravity comes back to my first
experience: the spinning web. Your body is spinning around at high
velocity and the higher the velocity of the spin, the more gravity is
defied and your body actually lifts, seemingly by itself, upwards so
it’s the centrifugal force that picks your body up into the horizontal
plane, so if you’re hanging by one arm which then lightens the load
of the weight of your body, you become a little bit weightless and
that’s quite an awesome feeling. You also get quite a rush of blood to
the extremities, your eyes, hand, feet.
I think that has a certain effect. You get a real rush, literally an
incredible injection of adrenalin, like you do with anything which is
risky, but this is a different kind of it: some people feel really sick after
spinning on the web.
But, generally, kids, they really take to it, will get so over-excited
because of this feeling that they get from spinning around like they
are on a ride at the Royal Show or something. But it’s even more
exciting because you are doing it; physically yourself as supposed to
either someone else doing it or a structure.
It comes down to what you create for yourself, it still seems you enjoy
that feeling?
Well sometimes it’s a job. Sometimes the push you have to give
yourself to get the body where it’s really needed to be is a real job,
and that’s exhausting but generally if I am in good training and if I am
practising well and I am preparing well, then I feel great, physically
and mentally as well.
I think it’s really interesting, the whole concept of when you are up
in the air, of being upside down. There are a lot of people who tell
you all the benefits. You go to yoga and you do a headstand for ten

minutes, so all of your organs and things, there is definitely massive
benefits of just inverting your body constantly when you are up in
the air. You get used to being inverted. That must have some kind of
effect on your synapses as well. Your thought patterns, and the way
you perceive the world by constantly being turned upside down. I
think it creates a certain flexibility of mind, something that I need to
think about more. You need the flush; you develop an urge to be
upside down.
It becomes quite addictive in a sense that you get so used to having
the fix of everything being inverted. It’s like exercise in general, as
well, but the added bit. I go a little bit crazy now if I don’t train,
stretching my body, using my strength and calming my mind.
I think that’s another important quality of working in the air. When
you’re doing circus, specifically where you have to concentrate,
the focus that comes with that intensity, you can’t really be thinking
about what you are going to say to your child or your partner or
whoever it is in your life, when you are trying to perform a quite
complicated move up in the air.
So it really has that effect of focus and concentration on your mind
that is quite awesome. It’s like any sport but you are also creative, so
it has the added benefit of creativity that comes through. It does in
certain practices that I aspire to. You get that kind of sport fix but you
also get the creative outlet, it really brings those worlds together, quite
magnificently.
What kind of images emerge when you think about gravity?
The image, I think gravity then I think no gravity. Floating as if they
are on the moon, opposite of what the word actually means. I don’t
have the image of someone sticking to the earth. I have the image
of people floating around. I think the opposite - comes from all the
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inversions [laughs].
Are there other moments where the gravity becomes visible through
the movement like the spinning on the web?
Well, of course when you do a drop on vertical rope or silks. You
certainly feel the gravity then and you use the gravity to find the trick,
so you have to work with it, you need to judge. You need to position
your body in a way that works with gravity. In a very basic kind of
gymnastic sense, you open your body to slow down, you bring your
body into a ball to speed it up. You move it: make yourself small to go
fast, make yourself big to slow down. So when I am teaching drops
or salto, you make your body like a big star, outstretched to keep the
body open. The slower you go, means essentially the more beautiful
the trick is, as people can actually see it happening.
You would only usually close your body if you want to go faster, which
in my domain usually means people just miss it, because you are
too fast for them to really see. Also there are some new moves that I
have been learning recently, that when you get the momentum of
gravity to work with you, which really depends on getting into the
exact position to flow through…a circular roll where you fall down, but
then you actually have to lift up on the other side, so you need the
momentum of the forward dropping at the front to make the catch
at the back. So when you get the trick right, then it just feels like you
defied gravity and it looks like you defied gravity, where you use the
gravity to come down to get up, so then land a trick that does not
really seem possible.
Could you find a poetic association or expression for those images or
sensations? Have you worked with images?

Sometimes I have worked with a kind of membrane images before,
image of transformation with membrane. The most cliché one is
a cocoon. Sometimes I have images of coming back to a really
raw kind of state of humanity, where the kind of thing that I do
would have been utilized, or in civilisation as we know with all our
constructions. So I come to vines and trees and back to the monkey.
I have done some photographic work in the forest, naked, up in the
canopy of the trees hanging from silks and that encapsulates the
essence, the raw quality of what I was talking about. I did that about
5 years ago.
For me, a beautiful old growth forest is like a cathedral. It’s really
amazing when you work out of trees. So I put my equipment up there
to work with silks but it was hung 50 m up in the air by a rope and then
the silk started a bit lower.
So the longer the attachment is, the more rope you have, the
more bounce that you have, the more you really feel that sense,
consequently, of weightlessness of the bounce. I work on cranes a lot
and you can make the crane really quite high, with the length, when
you really have a long reach another extension on top of the 10 m
of tissue that you have. It really feels weightless working up there and
when you do a drop it is just so bouncy. It feels quite different to when
we work in training space where there is only 6, [maybe] 5 metres to
the top.
Some of the imagery that comes to mind when I think of my ideal
ways of working are some of the more beautiful landscapes that I
have been lucky enough to work within, one off the Otterberg, a ship
that came to Fremantle a couple of years ago.
We were working over the water, off the mast, so we were very
high; so again you had that quality of weightlessness as well as the
ship being buoyant over the water, which has its own movements
we have to roll with, and I have done a few shows on ships, but
that one was just incredible, beautiful, because it was an authentic
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wooden one so that we are over water. [It] felt quite dreamlike during
that performance as it did doing the photo shoot in the trees; as it
sometimes does off a crane, particularly at night-time. I think light is
a very important quality for me, when I am doing aerial work, as an
image, it’s very important to think about what’s around me when I
am performing. , Ideally you want it to be quite a big empty space
because it’s the quality of the enormousness of space and then
having someone small in that enormousness of space, that makes it
magical. If you have an incredible huge tent to work in, like Cirque
de Soleil, you can do a lot with the lighting, get the expanse, getting
back to the same thing when you are out in the wilderness and you
look up at the sky and there is nothing to obstruct your view. It’s that
same wonderment of having a human, small, in a large expansive
space and how that quality affects the human sense, because it is
really about that thing - of being just a little drop in the ocean [long
pause].
Does that make you a bit sad?
It doesn’t make me sad but I find that whole concept really
awesome. For me that is the essence of life, that we are all a part of
something bigger and the bigger thing is a part of us.
Can you draw a connection between those physical experiences
and any other areas of your life?
That’s something a colleague pointed out to me once. It’s a bit of a
joke, because we both had troubles letting go of relationships that
had finished and certainly that sense of control that you need to
develop as an aerialist can have its dangerous zones, as you can

become easily a little bit of a control freak [laughs]. Because you,
in this environment at work or at your practice, where you have to
control every little detail to keep safe and then that can translate into
other aspects of your emotional world. Like a teacher to start with,
psychologically can bring their mind set home as well, that’s pretty
common, that’s a generalisation. I see that in myself. I have to watch
myself and then it is magnified by this whole thing of needing to keep
other people safe, especially when I am rigging and taking control
of an entire situation not only myself, a whole production. That’s
something I am working on all the time, to try to find ways where that
doesn’t have a negative consequence - like anything.
Gravity in a “transferred” sense can mirror internal sensation. Are
there any words that spring to mind from the physical experiences?
Describing something emotional or physical?
I think unexpected, also that thing of the unknown, because when
I think about gravity I think about space, out of space. What makes
us human and part of this earth is gravity, but then the shadow
side is what could we be or what is out there in the universe where
there is no gravity…when people physically defy gravity, or seem
to, that’s maybe unexpected and it takes people by surprise, both
experientially when you are physically doing it, but also when you are
observing it, and maybe that presses into those questions a little bit.
What are we really capable of and what really is out there? Some of
the greatest scientists and inventors of the world have found ways
to defy gravity over and over again - pretty surprising results, dreams
that we imagined 200 years ago are now a reality, that we fly in
planes all the time. And communicate to people on the other side of
the world.
It can be really beautiful when those concepts are distilled down in a
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really small moment, which comes from exploring and having fun and
being a monkey.
Is it still enjoyable? Is it still the same after 15 years?
I think you find different degrees of enjoyment and the more that I
develop my technique, which continues to happen, that surprises
me, I kind of thought that I would hit my peak in my early thirties, but
I am still hitting my peak with my capacities. I think your body is at its
strongest when you’re [in your] early thirties but you continue to stay
quite strong, if you continue to use your body.
I am still exploring and finding new things. I am already so much
better than I was 3 years ago, so that surprises me and gives me a lot
of enjoyment. I am still exploring and while you are still exploring how
can you not enjoy it? You are still discovering new things about the
world and about yourself.
What is your favourite move?
[Laughs] that changes very week, whatever I am working on at the
moment. The only other thing that springs to mind is just the quality of
feeling, that you can achieve the impossible. Often it comes down to
overcoming the basic thing that stops us from doing things in our lives
and that is fear.
And defying gravity, whether you’re doing aerial circus or jumping out
of a plane…or hanging somewhere upside down in a harness really
high, you really have to get past the forces of your fear. And that in
itself, the simplicity of that, can have enormous transforming effects
and I see that in my students a lot, specially working with kids. When I
had my first job as a flying trapeze artist, I literally had to push people

off the platform and they’d be sooo scared, but then they would be
so elated of course because they did it…
It’s the simple thing of finding the courage to overcome fear in terms
of defying your right as an earthling to be bound to gravity. That is a
big thing, a big part of my work.
I think that is why my work specifically had worked really well
in a community setting. When I am working in the community
development and arts sector, over the years, I continue to do so
at the moment in the Kimberley. It’s something that kids at risk
immediately adhere themselves to.
Something risky, that they can do that overcomes their fears, is
something they jump to immediately, so to say that can have quite
therapeutic effects, if that’s handled well. Overcoming fear and
taking calculated risk where you still get that sense of rush and
achievement and self-responsibility. I am responsible for holding on
here [laugh]. If I let go it is all gonna go to shit.
Do you remember the first time ever you did something on silks?
The first time on silks was after I was doing work on rope for some
time. , The first time on rope I found it so hard to climb and I felt really
cumbersome, awkward, and couldn’t get there, it took me a few
weeks. I persevered and I did get there, to be even able to climb,
but then within a month I was spinning.
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Steve Chase
Lead Environmental Scientist for
Infrastructure and Environment, Marine
Biologist

like that. I still love the experience, even when you are working,
because when I am working I have communications to the surface
and a different mask, full face mask, it’s like you are sharing what you
are seeing with other people and they are all recording it, writing it
down. Hard work happens in the underwater environment which is
fun to me, it’s really good fun.

interview: 15.05.2011 a sunny morning on Bathers Beach, Fremantle

When being underwater, did you ever have a thought about how you
experience gravity?

Can you describe why you chose to learn diving and what you
experience while doing it?
Initially because I love to be in the ocean and I wanted to have the
time to look at things underwater that breath holding did not allow
me the time for.
What is the experience?
It’s a really almost meditative state, would not say that about every
dive I have. Recreational diving is like that for me, [but] if I am hunting
that’s different. If I am just looking, it is like that. Sometimes I go to
areas where I can’t hunt so I just look.
So how about work?
With work, you are down there to do something like a task, take video
transects or take photos or collect specimens of pylons or something

Yeah, I have thought about it. In many ways, especially when you
have good visibility and you’re drifting down into a cave or a hole or
onto a seabed, it’s like flying. And quite often I stick my arms out like a
bird and drift down.
That’s if my sinus is clear enough not to equalise [laughs] ‘cause
sometimes I can just swallow.
Also I think when I am diving I don’t like to be negatively buoyant. I
like to be neutral, the only advantage of putting more weight on than
I should. Because sometimes when hunting for crayfish I put more
weights on, as you want to stay at the bottom.
I like the image of the flying bird, what is in that moment?
I think the exhilaration of it, because when it’s clear it’s almost like
you are flying because you are in a watery medium. You can see the
bottom clear as day. It’s what I imagine flying to be like but in slow
motion.
It’s quite obviously when you are in the water you do feel weightless.
Like I used to teach diving for a number of years [and] quite often I
came across heavy people who are fat but when you get them in the
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water and start teaching them, they just love it. They are weightless
and they are no longer clumsy and often quite graceful and majestic
under water. They don’t have to cope with the weight of their bodies
anymore.
I think that’s part of the joy they get from it. It’s just having that
weightlessness.
The feeling you get is like a bird, it’s freedom?
It’s also spiritual, I guess. I view birds as spiritual, if you are going
to evolve into a higher state of consciousness. Something like an
eagle or a hawk would be probably one of the things you would
turn into. I am a believer in reincarnation, you have an ethereal and
disconnected view, you are just looking and spectating what’s going
on around you, you are floating.
Any other images it evokes?
Sometimes when I am hunting up north I feel like bait, I feel hunted. I
had to go out of the water, because I have been hunted. Diving up
north, just the shot of a spear gun will bring a shark in. You look pretty
good to them floating there like a seal. I guess that’s the only other
images: I am just part of the food chain.

As you’re going down, you’re doing this [indicates a spiralling hand
movement]. Spiralling, banking like a bird. It’s a good feeling - give it
a go!!
Yes I will, I have to try all the images someone gives me.
And try doing it holding hands with someone too, that’s really nice
too. I think the synergy is what is important; it’s a synergy type of
feeling. Holding hands with someone and diving, it’s like walking
through a garden with pretty flowers. You get that connecting
feeling, when you’re diving and banking with someone. Even if you
don’t say anything, the thrill of it is going through both of your bodies.
Have you seen Nemo? It is a brilliant movie. There are some scenes
where they are in coral gardens, all the personalities of the fish. It’s
a bit like that when you are down there, you experience a bit of an
alternate reality, you are just visiting; it’s not your world really. You can
only stay down for a short amount of time, and not live with these
beings, they live in a different world.
Can you draw a connection between those physical experiences of
diving and the spiritual side you mentioned before?

Is there a particular movement, which encapsulates that special
moment where you feel a change in gravity within you?

Yeah, that’s what it is, a spiritual connection, but when I am working
it’s my work place, taking photos or so, the object is to get it done as
efficiently and quickly as possible.
And you really need gravity when you do those jobs, to keep you on
the bottom to do it.

It’s like flying. I stick my arms out and then sometimes, like a bird I spiral
and bank off and turn around and go down and suddenly bank off.

Gravity in a “transferred” sense can mirror internal sensation, and be
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reflected in the way we construct and use language. Are there any
words that occur for you from the physical experiences?
In that sense yes, if we are talking out of the water now, this week
for example I have done a 70 hour week: I am exhausted. Yesterday
I was just recovering from it, all I was doing was sitting in front of a
computer, writing and at the end of the week, I felt like a heavy blob.
I did not feel motivated to do exercise, [but] I forced myself to move. I
still feel heavy.
Do you remember the first time you did it?
Yes it was in a pool, I felt just a little nervous about it, but it was really
exciting, I had butterflies in my stomach just thinking about the
potential of what this [could] mean, to stay underwater and not have
to come up.
How is this now?
I am probably the oldest guy in my branch and the only one that
goes diving recreationally, I am in the marine science group. I make it
happen, because the passion is still there. I love diving.
Has the excitement disappeared?
The excitement hasn’t disappeared. I do it for a living too. Sometimes
I go up north and I dive everyday all day. Some people think that
burns you out, but it is actually a relief.
It’s cleansing....

Abigail Smith
Trapeze and Aerial Artist
Interview: 24/05/2012 a morning at The Attic, Fremantle
Abigail, when you did you chose to learn aerials?
When I was 23, because I broke my foot snowboarding. I was a
really active person. I was going crazy, I could not do anything. They
could not work out what was wrong with it and I was limping around
for a year of my life and I needed a hobby to take my mind off my
boring job and I saw a trapeze ad on the internet, the first trapeze
class ever offered and I went along. I can do something up in the
air. I just wanted something to do and then I got hooked. Because
it streams from gymnastics, that I competed in for 9 years, so I was
naturally good at it. If you feel you are improving you get addicted to
something.
How is the sensation of being up in the air?
It’s different now than it used to be, because in the beginning I was
always nervous, because I did not understand the equipment. When
the teacher told me to do something I was just hoping to be right,
but now I feel in control. And understand my strength limits. So the
equipment and me have become more one. Not all, but some. Rope
and double trapeze.
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Besides the improvement and the knowing how to do it, what keeps
you doing it?
Circus is adrenalin, fun, creative. It’s strength over your entire body,
it’s like complete body awareness. Which I love and I just thrive off
getting stronger and you can be creative as well, you can combine
it. There is always something more to learn. And it’s every season, not
like snowboarding.
So in relation to gravity do you feel you have different options up
there?
Completely, it is like SCUBA diving too, I dive as well. Gymnastics
defies the laws of gravity in a way. The way to hold yourself upside
down, for someone else they don’t realise what’s going on inside. Yet
for them it looks like not real, but you can hold yourself up in different
ways, that you don’t have otherwise, those shapes.
What is the experience?

you, health wise. If I ever have a really tough day and I don’t want to
train, and I make myself, I come out feeling amazing. It just turns me
around. It is so positive. It has an effect after. So emotionally it’s really
good for me.
So what emotion does it give you?
Just pure. Real energised and inspired and excited for the next
session, for the potential of what else can come. Or whatever I would
be learning.
What kind of images emerge when you think about gravity?
I don’t know, I don’t think I do have an image when I am up there.
Is there a particular movement, which encapsulates that special
moment of gravity within you (lightness or heaviness)?

I don’t know. It is so different, from practising, performing, learning. It
feels really powerful to completely understand the limits of my body
and the strength that I have.

I feel lighter and lighter as I progress; yes there is a part of my routine
where I kind of sail down and surprise who is watching. I love it and
I feel weightless for a second, a split second. Sailing down, that’s an
image.

Does that keep you going, the feeling of freedom and knowing your
strength?

Thinking practically about gravity we are always surrounded
wherever we are. Anything comes to your mind?

Ja, and being able to do something that the average person can’t
do, makes you feel special, not fitting into the norm. It’s so good for

Well, it’s constricting. It limits us. You know when you are a kid and
your imagination is so free and you always think, gravity does not
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exist. When you’re imagining those kinds of dreams, I know that’s not
reality. It seems like we only have that small part of things we can do
in life. Space is more two-dimensional. We can’t use all of the above.
Because it only seems, we only have those. It is kind of what we try to
overcome with the circus, which is ground and air.
When performing, do you tell a story or a feeling?
Not yet, because I am new. I think, that’s where I am progressing
towards. When you begin you start to put in everything you know, it’s
pretty much the skill, and you just piece it together and then you try
to link it so that it flows and then you try to add feeling and character
to it. I am working on it.
Imagine you’re a poet, are there 2-3 words for aerial, an image for
yourself?
[Laughs] I am not a poet at all [long pause]. I don’t know. That’s a
hard question. I never had to do anything with theatre or drama, but
that is what I need, gymnastics does not have that at all. You don’t
really show emotions.
With the experiences you have, being in control, knowing the strength
of your body etc., would you say that has an impact on your normal
life?
Yeah, it’s like what I said before, like emotionally it can turn me
around, depending where my headspace is when I am training.
Because of that, I feel it has made my life a lot more positive,
because my headspace is being cleared. So everything going
on outside has been affected by it in a positive way. I believe it is
because of that.

Feelings of gravity can describe inner sensations. Are there any other
words, like heavy or light that we connect with gravity which can
describe an emotional state, mean something for you, like happy and
light, up there? Or I feel heavy, but you are actually sad.
Both of those, I don’t know about others.
How about the word floating?
When I think of floating, I think of adrenalin and that comes with
people watching me. I don’t get that feeling of floating when I am
practising, that’s a different level. It varies.
When practising, sometimes I go in the air and I just feel heavy, and
maybe at the end, not so much and sometimes not sooo much.
Some days you expect to do something amazing and it does not
always come through, other times you feel strong. You know when
you perform there is just something happening in your body and you
go to a different level. Everything is so easy, I only ever get that when
people are watching me. That’s when I am floating, but that is just
inside, I don’t know about outside.
Interesting, the shift when people are watching or you are alone.
And it can be dangerous too, because you know your limits and
your strengths and how long a routine should be and where to put
the hardest parts and you listen to your body and you understand it.
Then it is all thrown out of whack when you’re performing. Because
the adrenalin is running and you put so much effort into doing a trick
and it becomes easier, so the trick is bigger. And does that mean that
it works? Because sometimes that is not possible. There needs to be
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the right effort, too much you are not gonna connect - you gonna go
too far.
That moment of being totally efficient and relaxed, but not
overboard? The fine line when it’s right?
Yes, on some apparatuses is easier than the rope, but some is scary
like trapeze when you do something, when you are performing and
I had that adrenalin come through my body and that feeling of
floating and the move has been so massive that I have done the
hugest swing. And everything is new, you just try to come back to the
bar and it’s terrifying. To pull yourself back to reality, take a few steps
back, it can be too much.
So somehow the practice can affect the way you live, knowing it
can wash you away and you need to bring yourself back to where
you are in control? I have the feeling most aerial people like being in
control?

Do you remember the first time you did aerials?
But aerials, yes I do remember, it was a dance trapeze. Just off the
ground but at the end she said ”run, grab the trapeze until your feet
come off the ground“. It is such a beautiful apparatus and is so hard
for me as a gymnast to let go, it’s like ballet up in the air, it wasn’t very
high, but an amazing feeling. I was 23.
How is this now?
I have moved to different apparatus since then. I do the flying
trapeze. That’s absolutely terrifying, my stomach sinks every time. Well,
trapeze is real flying, there is a moment for a second where you don’t
touch anything. It’s mentally challenging because of the height,
it’s a long way to fall and you rely on other people. That is when my
stomach still goes. It’s so different, so different. The other stuff: you are
always in connection with the apparatus, it’s lower to the ground,
and it’s a lot more about relying on your strength. I don’t have
stomach feelings anymore.

I like being in control. [Laughs] Really, more than the SCUBA divers?
Yes, being in control of their bodies is an aspect, but it’s not so
challenging with the SCUBA divers; they are relying on the equipment
to keep them going, not their bodies. And you can’t fall; I think that is
a big thing, it’s different.
But I find [that] terrifying about diving, running out of oxygen or having
something go wrong, having to fly to the top - falling upwards.

Does the excitement disappear, though?
No not at all. On and off I have been doing [it] for 4 years. I guess
it’s different when I think about each apparatus. What am I doing?
It doesn’t feel real, it feels surreal, magical. It’s just so far above the
ground with not much underneath me, that it just amazes me that I
can do that. I can follow it right through and come back. The feeling
of controlling your body and flying through the air.
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Would you say you are a risk seeker?

Scott Davies

No, it’s just the adrenalin, I don’t do risky now. I did risky, and
broke both of my legs snowboarding. I slowed down a bit. I think
snowboarding is more dangerous than circus. You are working with
nature, which is more unpredictable. You don’t know what you’ll land
on if you fly off something.

Saturation diver on offshore installations
and former clearance diver in the Navy
interview: 12.06.11 in my kitchen

From my interviews, I get the impression that certain sports attract
certain people seeking a very particular experience.
It seems to be a pattern: similar sports seem to draw in certain people.
I snowboard as well. Because you do it maybe with a group of
people, but in the moment, you are completely with yourself. I like to
be in the moment alone, but then you like to share.
Ja, ja, but the moment is all you. I am the same. Maybe I have an
issue with trusting other people. I’d rather just rely on myself. You never
know what’s going on with other people.
Yeah there is a knowledge that I know what I can or can’t do, a deep
sense of trust in myself.
Yeah, but when you climb, you trust the person belaying you. Yes, it
takes a while to trust when I climb with a new person.
Yeah it’s hard relying on somebody when it’s dangerous and it is your
life.

When and why did you choose to learn diving?
I first dived when I was about ten, in the swimming pool, only
because Dad was doing it, only because my parents were doing
that, so I supposed that’s what you want to do. And then I joined the
Navy when I grew up. It was a gate into the Army to join the Special
Forces.
What do you enjoy while doing it?
I enjoy the actual bit when you are on the job, when you are doing
the task but all the BS [bullshit] to get there, are a pain. So you
enjoy the job and the scenery sometimes and the environment but
everything over 100metres is cold and dark.
What is the experience to be submerged?
What is it like? Depends what you are doing. When you’re just walking
on the bottom, then there is a lot of resistance. Especially if it is
bell diving; you jump off the bell, that’s a free fall down, like a slow
controlled parachute down. Sometimes, you fall like that [gesture]
to the depths. Which is scary. When it is 2 o’clock in the morning and
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the bell is off the bottom, about 20 feet, and you jump, you don’t
know what’s on the bottom because it’s black, so you just drop into
nothingness. Freaky. Even walking around the bottom sometimes is
scary. It’s not always hard compact sand, especially in the Gulf of
Mexico where all the industry is around. You are going around a big
hill, or a big hole, and it’s dark as. When something is sticking up [out
of] the silt, a bit of fence or something sticking up - you know - you
walk straight into it.
How do you mentally prepare to deal with that scary stuff?
You just get on with it you don’t think about it, you just get onto it. You
rely on your skill set to decide what is safe and what is not safe and
the feeling you get and how comfortable you feel; all of those things.

So having that option to do things head first is part of the pleasure of
your work?
It’s all part of it, yeah.
Is there a certain set of feelings or a certain headspace that gets
stimulated through being underwater?
You have to have that headspace to get there in the first place or
you don’t go there. That is the crux when you get dressed in, which is
an effort and which is hard. And cramped and uncomfortable and
then when you first put your head underwater – Puhhh. That is where
the money is, lots of people can’t do that. So it’s like psss [breathes
out] head under water. That’s where it is, right there, that’s make or
break.

Ever thought about how do you experience gravity?

What’s the sensation in that moment?

Yes totally, all the time. Because the resistance against the water
makes me fatigue so much. In saying that, also the falling of the
bell, that’s gravity I suppose. Is that gravity? Is it still called gravity
underwater, sure? [me: yes]. True, buoyancy!

Well, nothing now that I am used to it, but initially it used to be a
big deal, because you put the helmet on and you are demanding
gas, the diaphragm demands it but the gear restricts your breathing
right away. You have to be careful how much exertion you put out.
If you overexert it’s really hard to get your breath back. That is really
uncomfortable.
So you have to deal with fear a lot all the time. It’s all black, you can’t
see shit.
The last job I was on, there were 2 sharks about 9 foot right next door
to the boat. They [bell men] go: “alright, next diver “[gestures getting
in the water], and you had to swim right across to the buoy and you
can see the shark in the water. They are always there.

Do you like that feeling?
It is not like a weightless gravity thing as the forces are still there. But
it is more when you go up the side of a structure, you can jump and
you can just stick out your hand and come up again [demonstrates]
kind of like real slow motion, like Spiderman! A little bit [scary]
sometimes when you’re dropping off and you are dropping down,
especially if you are dropping down head first.
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Is it the feeling of having control over your fears?
Well it’s a control thing, you are the one that is there in that moment.
It would mean your death if you drown.
What kind of images emerge when you think about gravity?
Just falling, I suppose, like out of an airplane or dropping a ball. You
just see it like going bang, back to the earth. That’s what gravity says
to me. Underwater it depends what it is that you’ve got in your hands,
it can float. Obviously a piece of rope, in normal air or ambient
pressure, you drop it, it falls, but underwater it might float.
Is there a particular movement, where you feel a change in gravity
within you?
Well all the time underwater, from the very first time when you lock
out, you have different buoyancy in your arms and in your suit.
It’s different, straight away, as soon as you are underwater. The whole
thing is different. You have to be aware of it all the time. You do things
different, you hang off one hand off the side of the bell and balance
precariously where you wouldn’t normally do that.
What is the difference between when you were a Navy diver to what
you do now?
Just different application, all the same physical story but different
application.
In commercial diving you have a task of construction, where in the
military, you are doing a mission, different objectives.

Could you find a poetic association or expression for those images or
sensations?
I did a dive the other day, it was probably the best dive I have done
ever. It was like a big structure, 3 legs like that [shows shape] and from
the surface to the bottom was 35 metres, and it was 2 o’clock in the
morning.
But it must have been a full moon. It was really clear and I could
see my mate at the top in this light and you could see where we
excavated around the legs and all the ropes were just upright,
perfectly, no current, crystal clear water and then 3 manta rays come
over, big one, 4 metres, like 1, 2, 3, and on the other side there were
like six sharks, only 3 feet, and all the other fish, it was being like in a
big aquarium. For the first time in my career, it was really good, warm
water, air diving is a lot easier, it was good. I enjoyed that one.
Is there a poetic image?
If I could show you a photo of what I just said, that would be the
photo, serene, peaceful.
Can you draw a connection between those physical experiences
and skills and any other areas of your life?
Gives me more money [laughs], you get to see a whole different
world.
There are 5 million species of plants on the surface but subsea has 3
times that, so there is always a possibility of seeing something that you
have not seen before. Just the whole thing of abundance of life, it
gives you the feeling there is heaps of life left on this planet. There is
an environment there, that we all are part of it.
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And dealing with fear, has that affected your private life?

Do you remember the first time you dived properly?

Well you just get on with it, the Navy experience has brought that.
When I was diving in the Navy, you just step up and do it. And nothing
is hard, you just gotta try it.

I think [at] my Navy selection and it was horrible. I almost failed. He
said “one more time, if you can’t do it, we marry you off”. You had
to take your mask off and blow it off and blow through the nose and
clear the mask. But what it was: I’d had a large bottle of coke and
a big sandwich and I kept burb burb burb [laughs]. In the Navy, the
way they teach it, they show you once, then: get dressed, in the
water, go. And if you can’t do it, you are off, it’s like that, you know.

Gravity as an internal sensation, are there any other words that come
up to your mind?
It’s hard, because if you fall in water, you fall with that sensation of
haaaa that free-fall sensation, but if you are walking or moving it’s a
restricted feeling. So to walk is restricted but then you can sort of hop
around, it’s a mix. Emotional aspects of the word? No, not for me, it’s
just work now. You gotta do it anyway, no matter how you feel, it’s just
work for me.
Do you still dive for fun?
Not lately. I would though. The last time I went for a splash was at
Point Peron, no crayfish and I lost my craybag.
Physical sensation on that dive?

You enjoy the challenge?
Well I am a man, that’s what men do, isn’t it? Enjoy the challenge,
that’s why they play sport so much. To have that sense of
achievement, you have a build up and then a release.
Well you get anxious before your first dive, there is always the first blow
into saturation and be first bellman and go diving first, ahh yeah, I
have done it both now, I can relax a bit more. You’ve tried that gear
out and the other gear.
How is this now?

Well, isolation, because I was by myself and swam 2 kilometres out
from the coast – scary.

It can be still challenging, absolutely, there is a challenge just to get
a job sometimes. Yeah I mean, every task is different and you usually
work with different people.

You like to do scary stuff.

When you are submerged now, do you feel any particular emotions?

No, it’s just what you do, it’s not necessarily scary then, is it?

There are so many tasks, like the apprehension when you first lock in or
out. The gear, it’s all unknown. In my world you are always controlled
by someone else. It is trust.
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Emotions?
It varies, because the environment varies, it can’t be consistently the
same. Sometimes it’s cold, sometimes it’s warm. Sometimes it’s [a]
strong current, no current; depends on the situation, scenario, task.
There can be many. I think I enjoyed as a young kid spending time in
the bath, holding my breath heaps. Put the head under water and
go -hup [holds the breath] and shut my eyes and try to relax. Actually
what it was: I relax and the little bubbles in your ears would release
and go blub blub and come out of your ear. So I’d wait for this. I
always liked being in the water, having hot baths. It’s the serenity I
suppose.

Erez Beatus
World Champion Freediver, Free-diving
Instructor at Apnea Australia

What does it become when the excitement disappears, what
remains?
The money! Because that’s what I am trained to do now, so what else
do I do? It is good money, although I think we are underpaid for what
we do and where we are and who we live with. It is pretty tight and
horrible, but it can be enjoyable, too, with the right boys. If it’s friendly,
it can be fantastic, but one or two dickheads and it goes to shit really
quick.
Anything else?
I just forget how much experience I have. I can see the difference, it’s
like in any job, you are trained and you get the experience.

photographed by RC
Interview13.06.11 Bunbury
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Can you describe why and when you chose to learn diving?
I started free-diving, I remember, when 2-3 years old in the bath tub in
Israel, oldest memory is in the bath tub and my butt sticking out and
my father timing me. And now they complain that I free dive! Yes,
that’s how I started. Then, when I was about eight years old I started
spear fishing, with my brother and at that time was sort of a leader,
and then after the course we were like certified instructors, and the
opportunity come to establish a team and to go to a competition,
just for fun, not to win, just to go and to enjoy ourselves and take part.
So we established a team and sort of snowballed from there. I kept
teaching and I kept training.
What do you experience while doing it?
To free dive sort of divides into a few different levels for me: on an
emotional level I really like it because it makes me feel just good. It’s
releasing, it’s nice and relaxing, makes me feel that I sort of belong
to a place when I free dive. It was always a place where I felt really
comfortable when I was really annoyed at stuff and really, really
disorganised -ah-I-am-going-diving. And it always provided me with
answers. It started with spear fishing and this is where you can really
not think of anything [else], you just look for fish and you do other stuff,
but then when real free-diving came aboard, again on an emotional
and on a mental level it’s a very powerful thing to me.
On the more physiological level it’s an accomplishment, it’s
something you learn and you do get to know your body. You dive
and you feel that you have achieved something, learning something
about your body, you discover things about yourself, you have never
thought about before, which is good. And it has another value:
teaching is conveying this knowledge to someone else, that has no
knowledge, or that has limited knowledge, or is doing something

dangerous. Seeing someone else perform a two minutes breath hold,
or a 20 metres dive, or a five metre dive, especially if they have never
done it before. I just do it because I love it. There is almost no other
thing on the earth that I find remotely as satisfying as free-diving. It’s
being in control in an uncontrollable state, if it makes any sense. You
can be in the ocean and you are falling but you’re still 100 % with
what you are and where you are, knowing exactly what you do and
where you are, how deep you are and what your body is doing, what
your heart is doing, where the water is and where the surface is and
the bottom is.
How do you experience gravity?
It is a play with gravity. I think it relates to what I just said: gravity
changes, not necessarily gravity, but balance changes drastically
during the dive.
So you begin the dive and you are positively buoyant, as you noticed,
and you are near the surface and you begin your dive and are sort of
pushing against something and it pushes you back and if you are not
doing it correctly, you’re investing or wasting a lot of energy in trying
to fight this element. If you are doing it correctly, not fighting it, you
are flowing with it.
This brings you sort of in relation to where you want to be, where
you are at the top, more so than where you are at the bottom. At
the beginning, you are getting away from the surface, like a space
shuttle. It does not relate to space, it relates to the earth in the
beginning. Where am I here and after a while, once you become
negatively buoyant you just fall. I don’t really care where I am in
relation to there, I want to know where I am in relation to where I am
going, where I am at the moment and I don’t necessarily have to be
100% streamlined or straight as an arrow, just being there.
Trying to sense the very, very, very gentle forces and if you’re not
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attentive, or if there is a bit of a current drift, or lack of awareness,
you suddenly discover yourself not straight or not going to where you
want to go, and somewhere in the middle is a point where everything
works.
You are naturally buoyant at around ten metres, so absolute space,
where you have the surface affecting you and you have the bottom
or the blue water affecting you, but you are just in the middle, you
are just floating, whatever you do in this contained space.
I like calling this area, this portion, the sweet space. There is a sweet
spot in kicking, and there is a sweet spot in turning, there is a sweet
spot in everything, in free-diving. You are in a place where you are
not fighting anything, absolutely no force; when you sense you are
not going anywhere if you are not moving. You don’t have the
momentum generated by pulling you down, you’re just playing there,
so if you want to play in the water or dance in the water, this is where
you want to go. You want to go to this space there. Then I don’t have
to fight anything. I can consciously choose or pick where I want to
create this space.
This is something you know how to do if you play and understand
the logic. If I want to be in the space at five metres I would take less
air, I would take more weight and I would be nice and balanced
at 5 metres. If I go for a deep dive, I’ll be there at 10 metres; if I dive
on exhale I’ll be there in 3 metres. I can choose, basically decide,
this is what I want to do in the dive. I want to play so am not looking
for the first 1-2 metres, I am not looking for the 50 metres mark, I am
looking for this area. This is where I relate to gravity and to buoyancy,
also internally because you have different areas in your body. The
change, centre of gravity, centre of buoyancy. Positioning them
differently if you want to initiate the movement, you can start it by
generating a beautiful momentum and keep it going.
Or being a movement and once you feel the weight tipping,
something I really, really like doing, even in the no air video. You do
something and it’s sort of nnaaaaaa. There is a balance and if you

haven’t reached the balance, you will fall back. If you have reached
the balance, you will stay. If you overshoot it, you fall to the other
way, same in dance, same in climbing, in acrobatics. You can choose
where you want to position yourself in relation to your environment.
Very easy to do in the water because it is supporting you and
everything happens a lot slower. Here on earth if you lean you just fall,
in the water you just ahhh [sound]. It is easier I guess, for me. Maybe
not for everyone but this is what I find.
Is there a certain set of feelings that gets stimulated through the
activity?
Depending on what kind of diving I do, I was always passionate
about free-diving and it changed the point of focus, the point
of focus changes when I free dive for depth. It’s more a sense of
accomplishment, I have done something that I set up to do because
there is a goal; the goal is to reach from a to b. It’s a process as well,
during the dive; to focus for 2-3 minutes during a dive is very satisfying.
On the other hand, if I go for fishing it’s a different focus point on the
emotional part of things. Again, it’s different.
I find now when I go fishing I shoot less and less fish, look at fish more
and more, this gives me a lot of satisfaction. And when I go for fun
it’s freedom I guess, it’s being there, fully with what I feel. When I used
to dive, for many, many years on regular free-diving, on inhale, but
at some point in time it felt a bit boring, like I didn’t get much. It felt
like I am not getting out of it as much as I did in the beginning. When
I started doing Watszu, the first session I was blown away. I was in this
state of meditation.
That happened when I started free-diving. I had those amazing
meditations in the water. It stopped, it mellowed down, I looked for
something more interesting to trigger it and I found exhale diving.
Different reasons I was drawn to it. The first time I went free-diving on
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exhale, not deep, 7 metres, and I was at the bottom seeing colours,
and it was not because of blacking out or anything, it was just
because it had a huge impact on my system, something completely
changed.
I shared it with the guy I was diving with. I had the most amazing
experience in the water. I have not had that for a few years now.
In exhale diving it’s easier for me to experience that, it’s a lot more
condensed, the body is a lot more focused, more pressure on your
body, it happens a lot shallower. You become weightless a lot
shallower.
Makes more of an impact, less now again, because I have been
doing that for the past ten years.
It’s natural. Also I am looking for the next thing to sort of give me the
thing. Still haven’t found it. I think diving with whales will. So finding it,
for me, is a search, less now, because my time and my effort and my
energy is in teaching.
I feel joy from seeing people free dive. I feel satisfaction from people
diving, I have pleasure from it, and I really, really feel that I am doing
something on a personal development level.
There is nothing like diving inside a wreck, diving with the whale shark
or diving with a manta or a dolphin, because it’s for me, it’s purely for
me. Purely being there with the water and whatever is there in the
water.
Can you draw a connection between that physical knowledge and
how you see yourself- has this changed anything?
I think I always had a good understanding of movement, so when I
started waterwork, it was very intuitive, very easy for me to look [at]
the person in the water, and just look and say, well this is how water
should move. And this is how a person moves, and if we move this
way they clash and that way it doesn’t.

It helps me in other fields. I am sort of an analytical person, very, and
think a lot, too much sometimes and if I have to do something, I break
it down. It might be a little bit counterproductive to do stuff in the
water, because sometimes in the water you just need to be, just need
to allow the water to do what it needs to do, and it will balance you.
If you fight, you will drown; if you go with it, you float.
Ok, if you do yoga and you fight the posture, you don’t get
anywhere.
But if you work with it, you get where you want to go because the
body just aligns itself and the medium you work with. Then [it] sorts
things out and the body supports you and gets you where it needs to
get you.
What kind of images emerge when you think about gravity?
Absolute space, the suspension.
Is there a particular movement?
A spiral. Once you are suspended, there is absolutely no importance
[in] what is up or down, because you are suspended. For me, it’s two
things: either spirals, and the other one is just motionless, and there is a
lot of movement in motionless.
If you go and experience healing dance, there is a lot of movement
and then it stops and when your body stops [points to head] this
keeps going. So you separate from your body and it becomes
mental.
When you are in motion, your sensation and your experiences are
mainly physical. Whilst you’re not moving you experience mental.
Look at dynamic versus static. People find dynamic a lot easier,
because you move, you don’t have to think about anything inside.
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When you stop, you go: alright I feel this, I feel that. Things move here
and there. I feel weightless, heavy, warm, cold, triggered, happy, sad.
When you’re moving it’s a lot easier to separate yourself.
A movement trigger in the water would be a spiral or a wave. If you
want me to do something that initiates a process, it would be stillness.

again. But it is not the same as before because we don’t have the
ability to go and free dive all the time and be in nice warm water, this
experience of free-diving relates, includes, clear blue warm water.
Which is a little bit of a contradiction to the dirty cold green water
that we get here.

Any words as a poet?

Your body needs the pressure?

Invisible presence, but it resonates to more than just free-diving, it
resonates with anything water. Absolute space.

Diving shallow? There is no substitute to looking up and seeing 40 or 50
metres of water above you. It just feels different. I can be in 40 metres
and feel it on my lungs.
But sitting at the bottom at 60 metres! It will freak out some people.
But feeling the compressing feeling, the water hugging you, feeling
the water holding you, supporting you, as long as you are doing it
regularly.
It is an amazing experience and if you are not doing [it] for a while
and you jump in the water, the first session or two you are not feeling
comfortable. You are not in your element. If you try to dive too deep,
the water is telling you.
You have been away for a long, long time, you need to stop and
then one day you regain that feeling, and once you own the depth
or the space it’s very, very easy to get back to it.

Gravity as a mirror for internal sensation, are there any other words?
Groundedness, stability.
You remember the first time, as you said, in the bathtub….
I was butt-breathing [laughs].
How is this now? Does the excitement disappear? What remains?
It depends. If I have not been in the water for a long time, so in the
past 3 years I have done little free-diving until we got here.
So I sort of veered away doing underwater hockey. I just couldn’t
express myself in free-diving, but there was no depth, but I need the
pressure on my body as well. It has sort of become less of a passion,
only a memory.
Then I was always trying to get back to it, so I was really grateful
for that day when we really discovered it, when I could awaken it

Anything else?
I think the closest I felt to free-diving is on the rock, is climbing.
I feel it’s, for me, almost the same experience; it’s a solitary
experience that needs to be experienced with someone.
It’s being good. I need to be 100% attentive in my body, otherwise
I just end up hanging on the rock, sort of solving a problem while
you’re doing it, and it’s a very, very strong element. Like water.
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You feel a lot more gravity and are more dependent on what your
body is doing. Climbing is a lot faster, the weight shifts and stuff. You
straightaway feel what you are doing wrong on the rock, because of
the physical element. You have to be in control.
For me, climbing I felt on the rock I could let go and only if I sort of let
go I could be in control. If it makes any sense?
Because if it’s too much there, I could not see where I am going,
or could not get to where I want to go. When you are freaking out
you can’t sense the water on your body, one of the revelations or
strongest experiences I had. Without forcing, you have to control
the move. My greatest passion has always been the water. I’ve
dedicated my life to exploring new ways of being in water and
sharing my knowledge with others.
Anything else about gravity or diving?
People don’t really know what happens, really, underwater.
In SCUBA it is more apparent as you know your time limits. Most SCUBA
divers hit the 50 metres depth and you are underwater for 30 min and
then you have to rest [on the boat due to nitrogen loading]. But freediving: if you are a little bit more comfortable, you can get to a stage
where you can spend the whole day in the water without going out,
you go down and come back up and experience so much more. I
want to try that in Tonga, having that freedom. Once you are there,
the body and the mind gets used to it. It’s like meditation. Your mind
starts thinking about all the things you need to do today and you
need to practise until you get your mind out of that mental state.
I am being very affected by marine animals, really drawn to the
ocean.
Top athletes that free dive for competition, you discover how much
of a mind game this thing really is. So you have athletes as Herbert
Nitsch, who begins his dive, knowing that on the last end off his dive,
he won’t be able to move his legs, because his legs will fail [due to

oxygen depletion] and he has to swim up with his hands. A 125 metres
dive, from 40 metres up he has to swim up with his arms. Imagine how
strong you have to be in your head. And still he was strong enough
to say “how easy this dive was, besides my physical limits”. Or Martin
Stapanek, back in 2003, he broke another world record. He said:
“The only challenge I have on this dive is keeping focus [90 metres].
I am strong enough, I am good enough, but I just can’t maintain
absolute concentration for 3, 5 minutes. Once I find myself losing
concentration, I find myself, my body, not in the right position and
then the dive falls apart. It’s easy to focus on the way down and then
you lose it, I might get stuck with equalisation somehow. And then on
the way up, if you start thinking about the wrong things, you lose the
focus, you don’t make it up the way you want it.”
For fun free-diving, for dancing in the water, you are letting go, for
diving on a line for depth, it’s very linear, the achieving, to have a
goal.
Easier than to say to let it go and just be free.
It requires a lot of awareness to dive deep, chasing a whale or a
dolphin, not so much, you can be one with the dolphin, one with the
ocean and [this] very thing is fantastic. You are letting go completely,
but you won’t manage to dive to big depths, by completely letting
go, you need to have control. It’s the same in any other sport: you
need the control and the freedom. People say: “you have to have
some awareness, but if you manage to flow with it you are just letting
go.”
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Allegra Ally
Photographer and SCUBA instructor
interview: 13.06.11 in Bunbury
Can you describe why and when you chose to learn diving?
I first did my SCUBA when I was 16, and started working at a dolphin
reef when I was 17, in the Red Sea. I started getting more and more
experience in SCUBA diving, but had not done free-diving until six
months ago. I always wanted to and experience free-diving, but I
guess being around Erez, it was very natural to start. So I was always
SCUBA diving, but now that I started free-diving, I still love SCUBA
diving, but I don’t think - if I had to choose? Going to a real good
diving location in the world, if I had to choose between free-diving
and SCUBA, I’d free dive it.
What do you experience while doing it?
‘Cause for me diving is the weightlessness, to feel light. If you can
be in the water and feel that without the equipment on your back
it’s even greater. I still love SCUBA diving but it feels more complete
when you are free-diving.
I really love to close my eyes a lot when I am in the water, it’s
something very intimate, it’s between me and myself, it relaxes me
but it kind of takes all the thoughts away, empties everything, just feel
totally relaxed, closest feeling to flying. But when you fly you have a
different perspective because you look at everything from above.
When you dive it’s more from the eternal, it’s more about freedom of
the mind, the thoughts of any weight or heaviness on the body. It’s
the best feeling In the world

How do you experience gravity?
Are changes to gravity being part of the pleasure?
No I don’t feel the gravity in any state, not in training, it’s the only
place where, as soon as I put my head in, I completely shift. That is
not totally correct, because sometimes when I practise yoga I feel
similar, but only when I train for long periods of time and my body is
very flexible and relaxed and my body can get close to that feeling:
of being in the water. I think maybe dancing, maybe it could get me
to a certain place. I was painting once and I got something similar.
Gravity in reality?
I am a very grounded person, I guess that’s why I love being in the
water so much. I am a very earth person, very connected to earth, I
love the forest, being in the mountains makes me feel good but it’s a
different feeling.
Usually when I am in an earthing experience I tend to think a lot and
analyse a lot what I want to do, where I want to be, why the things
are the way they are, life issues. When I am in the water I usually don’t
think at all.
Is there a certain set of feelings that gets stimulated through the
activity?
Calmness, it stops thinking. I like to listen to the sounds of the water, it
has like certain vibrations, it calms me down and especially I like to
listen to it when I close my eyes. I do it more [with] SCUBA diving than
free-diving. In free-diving everything happens really fast. Even when
you free-fall, it still happens very fast. But when you SCUBA you have
30, 40 minutes in the water, you can sit at the bottom, just close your
eyes and listen to the sounds. Something that really affects me, also
shapes the way the sun comes in the water, or reflects the movement
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in the water, the waves with the sun.
I guess in a way, I am very connected to my mother and I always
say to people, we talk every day without paying attention. We are
connected through the belly, and if I close my eyes and listen to the
sound of the water, it may be going back in a way to my mother. I
have not really analysed it, maybe it is just a feeling, somebody is
holding you and you are in a safe environment, not restricted, is a
nice feeling, because I love my mum so much. Water and dance are
very much the some feeling, they give you the some sense of security,
peace, and safety.

Yes it impacted my life enormously; there are a few things that have
changed my life quite a lot, that’s mainly breathing.
I have been basically SCUBA diving for 13 years of my life, intensively
since I was 19 till I was late 20s, so it’s been a huge impact on my
life, can’t see myself without it, becoming a person …about being
in the water for so many years, I think my life would have taken a
completely different turn if I wouldn’t have spent so much time in the
water. [It’s] made me a better person, a more peaceful person.

What kind of images emerge when you think about gravity?

It’s pretty even when I go in the water, it takes me to that place, that
peaceful place.

Space, just empty black space with little shiny stars, moving fluid.
Is there a particular movement?
Basically kind of like a twist of the whole body, a circular twist, very
fluid, very slow, flying, merging, something like that.
Could you find a poetic association or expression for those images or
sensations?
That’s hard. The only thing is the freedom of the soul; don’t know if
that’s very poetic.
Can you draw a connection between those physical experiences
and any other areas of your life? How it impacts your life?

When you dive, does the body respond emotionally?

Do you remember the first time?
I did a couple of dives in the Red Sea. I remember it was mainly
concentrating about holding my breath, I liked that there is nothing
connected to your body, I enjoyed that nothing on my body. I can
feel my body more fluidly, there is no wet suit in the Red Sea, it’s
hotter. So I remember that but also really concentrating on holding
my breath.
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Paul Selwyn Norton
Choreographer, Dancer and Dive
Instructor
interview: 18.9.2011 The Merchant, Mt. Lawley
Why did you learn to dive?
Why ? Two reasons mainly. I grew up watching a program [about]
inner space by Jacques Cousteau the inventor of SCUBA., I watched
that a lot and I was fascinated by the idea of immersion into another
world, seemed like a place that was unexplored …very good
swimmer…very good snorkel, grew up in Jamaica …often swimming
on the reefs off the north where there is a massive drop off. I would
play a game with myself. I would feel that gravitational pull of the
void, I would be swimming and I’d grab hold of the reef and I would
pull myself over the edge and I would just let myself sink until my lungs
were screaming for air and then I would swim back up.
So I always had that feeling of falling, suspending, disappearing.
I always wanted to stay down there, see what it s like. So I think a
combination of those two things, see what it could be, and then I had
my own personal poetry of this falling into the nowhere.
What do you experience now that you can stay down as long as you
want?
When I first learned to dive, it was an epiphany, not in the sense
“oh my god it’s diving it is so beautiful”. But more like ”oh of course I
should be here…this is right”. I took to it naturally. I had no problems

with my buoyancy, no problems with ears, nothing.... it was kind of a
return for me.
So my first experience, once you get over the first hurdle, it’s such
an equipment intensive sport, you’ve got stuff all over you, and you
have to learn all the rules and the dive tables. It was water off a
duck’s back [for me]. It was very, very natural, so I went straight from
my open water to advanced and SSA, so within four months I was a
dive con, I was diving every week. Did a lot of diving around my 30s,
beautiful reefs in Israel at that time.
And then I dived recreationally and when I left Frankfurt Ballet, well,
that was my Hollywood! Do I want to go back to Holland? I got a
prize for a show I made, a bit of money in the bank and I toured the
world and I ended up in Vanuatu and spent an apprenticeship in
Vanuatu.
And I worked on the Coolidge for nearly 9 months. Then I went to
Tonga, it was spectacular, it was always a second string to my bow, I
really considered going into the industry. But I didn’t.
How do you experience gravity?
We are terrestrial animals. We walk on two legs and we have an
unconscious understanding of gravity. It’s a force that we learn about
in school when we learn Newtonian physics.
It’s a force that’s present but it’s not something we really consider,
unless we fall over, or drop our lasagne on the floor, or our baby falls or
something. Then we go “oh my god ...gravity”. It’s the thing we take
into our day-to-day unconscious practice being terrestrial animals.
Of course when you are dancing you are dealing with gravity all
the time…the floor is present and when you look at the history of
dance, when you move through ballet to modern, ballet is a denial
of gravity. Every step in ballet is a preparation to deny the fact that
the gravitational force is there. I mean, that’s why tutus have been
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invented. So you don’t actually realize, it’s pretty but it’s another level
of horizon and pas de bourree, glissé, chasse, is all a preparation to
fly.
So then slowly in post-modern technique, gravity becomes your best
friend, you use it as a momentum to help you to travel through space.
And now the techniques we are leaning, my experience as a dancer
is related to gravity, my experience as a diver is related to gravity.
As a diver you try to remain neutrally buoyant and what’s really
beautiful, once you become quite practised in it, especially if you are
working in wreck diving. You learn to control your neutrally buoyancy.
Your breathing will control your sense of verticality to the water and I
love that and of course the gung-ho wild me loves to do a negative
entry, throw yourself off the back, have nothing in your BCD and you
just plummet. I don’t kick myself down, I let myself fall, that’s great.
My experience of gravity is influenced as a diver and as a dancer.
Directly related to gravity; no it’s a given.
I don’t go “I want to make a piece about something gravitational”.
There are forces involved and I use them when I make work, but I
don’t go “oh I want to make a piece about underwater” apart from
the one about rapture when the festival guys approached me, we
open these pools and we make a show under water.
Has diving changed the way you work?
It actually has made me much more patient as a teacher and
put people in my process, because when you are teaching diving
the rules are pretty stringent. [If] you give someone the wrong
information.... not pretty…So the kind of space that diving can
put me in because you are dealing with breath and it’s not home,
you are a guest there, something I also try to bring over to my dive
students or [when] taking people out on a diving experience.
It’s remembering you are in a privileged position. You are a guest.

This is not your world. I think that more detached concern made
me less frenetic when I am in the studio working or but that is
more psychological. To deliver accurate careful information in a
considered tone of voice, a placement, I think when you’re in the
studio I cannot bear it when I see teachers yell or copy people to
intimidate them. I think you can emotionally scar the person in that
moment, in their muscles, when they come to that section in the
choreography their body will remember before their mind does. I
really believe this and if you overcorrect a situation it can become
hyperconscious in the space.
Are there certain feelings and emotions you got out of the diving?
Grace.... a sense of total embodiment, a sense of fierce joy, but not
the kind of joy that makes you want to run around screaming. When
I dived the Coolidge at night, at a full moon, and it was full moon
light on the ‘flashlight fish’ and I was not prepared. No-one had told
me. We went down, straight into the room, the whole ship was just
throbbing. We just fell back, I am no longer in water, I am in the stars,
because the water is flashing around me. It took me a long time to
land from that experience, because the whole ship was lit from the
inside. All these poetic images, all these 3000 people on the ship they
left something behind. Everything was lit, it was absurd. We scared
fish out of the pot holes, some of the flashlight fish were spiralling off;
it looked like one throbbing neuron. It was quite outrageous, so when
I got back doing my deco stop, I could not even turn my torch on. It
was an existential thing, there is this in the world. I don’t even know
about this, and how many other people are in the world and have
no concept of this? How many other things are in the world we don’t
know about? What are we missing? What mustn’t we touch? I had
to walk home. This was other stuff, that was a massively beautiful
moment, in terms of its awe.
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Any images about gravity?
That feeling of being a young boy and playing with that edge.
Of course gravity comes from the word gravitas, also grave, quite
serious, not to be toyed with. Gravity is a real force. You can never
deny its real presence. I love the notion that we don’t feel it as human
beings but in Newtonian physics we have a gravitational pull to the
earth, but we also have a gravitational pull towards us. It’s a very
beautiful idea, because we don’t see it, we only see things falling. We
don’t see the world is falling towards us and that kind of puts a sense
of democracy on my feeling.
I am also an attracter, like this is an attracter, not in an ego sense. I
have this force as well. I used to imagine if suddenly gravity would
stop and everything just went fffffff….just floated off…fantasising as
a child, not catastrophic, but the end is coming …shifts …oh maybe
that the polarisation suddenly changes and we all go wwuuuuu.....
something radical, childlike fantasy….[a] child’s imagination has more
fantasies than [an] adult’s.
I think my first experience about someone talking about gravity in a
philosophical sense was Laurie Anderson. And there is a song called
“Walking and falling”…about how every step catches your body
from falling to the earth…so that’s how you can be walking and
falling at the same time. And then Trisha Brown used Laurie in the first
piece I ever saw. Trisha Brown doing Set and Reset. It’s the classic
iconography release technique. I went because of Laurie Anderson.
I was not interested in dance and then I saw live dance. It was about
this lackadaisical, it’s casual constructed work. Oh yeah, the falling
and walking.
Do you have a movement you associate with gravity?
I have never fallen from something. I found it very interesting that

instinctively, when we fall, your bodies actually get quite tense.
People don’t fall in a smooth way, they fall quite clumsily. Because
when people are drunk they fall quite smoothly, they get up
absolutely fine. They just organise themselves. But because I am
informed by my dancing, I have a different understanding [of] what
gravity is, I have many movement associations about what falling
is. Often when I am making a pas de deux, I will be in the middle of
a movement, OK let’s destroy the standing leg, deny the leg, put it
to the floor, but snap, in a bang way, gravity, wump and it’s on the
ground, it’s quite surprising. Falling off into the nowhere - slipping
away, this feeling.
Being underwater, are there any poetic associations or images?
When I was a kid I used to imagine my house would have been
flooded and I’d be visiting as a kind of forensic scientist. I love this
image, of being in a house and then somehow all the furniture is
floating around and your books are floating and the lamp is on and
floating. Whenever I see that in movies, I get really excited, I go: “I
know that”. I get totally excited, I talked about domestic violence, it’s
something softer and slower, it was more dreamy and more feminine.
There is wild aggressive masculinity in my family, maybe that’s bullshit,
but maybe, somehow, I wanted to soften the space I grew up [in]
and somehow I did this by floating. It wasn’t a panic, but: oh there
is this kind of energy around. When we’re diving the Coolidge this
idea of floating in the stars, but it was water and bright and light, a
contradiction of terms these things flashing like fire. It was so bright
another diver in front of me would be like a silhouette, a cut out, it
was so strong. I felt I could climb through that person into another
universe.
I told you when I was dancing with Forsythe, we did a piece The
Questioning of Robert Scott, which is about failure because he didn’t
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find the North Pole. In it is a section called Tuna, where we had to
imagine we were moving through water to give it different kinds of
resistance and he makes this formation like tuna, how fish decide to
go in one direction and they make this pattern and then they all go
this way. The whole section of Tuna is like that.
Can you draw a connection between those physical experiences
and any other areas of your life?
It gave me a different feeling. I mean, even before I was working
for Bill it was like “I am not only moving air, I have got this more liquid
liquidity to the space” and I also appreciated how you deal with the
floor, how you use your limbs to suggest that you are actually floating
although you are actually standing, how the most phenomenal
creature to play with is an octopus but also how they retract their
limbs, all this.
There is an octopus that imitates shapes. They have prismatic cells
that reconfigure the colour of light, that’s insane. How would your
body know that?
Gravity can mirror internal sensation, are there any words that occur
for you from the physical experiences?
Attraction, seduction, repulsion, magnetism - in my earlier days I
would use those forces, take that phrase and now imagine that
gravity is going from 10G to 100G. How does that affect you? I used
to play with that phrase, that a person is an attractive field. I got more
interested in emotional space and poetry than in physics.
What physical ability comes with being in the water?

We are terrestrial, we learn from a watery environment pretty much
to be on your backs, fours and then we learn to stand and that’s a
very interesting intuitive, nonverbal understanding of gravity. Babies
cannot express it really. I am now standing up, I am able to control
the forces of gravity so that’s an automatic given in our system.
And then when you learn as a dancer to stand on one leg, to roll on
the floor, and work with release and pick up your muscle and jump
and bend your knees, you have a different understanding of how
your body moves forwards, backwards, up and down, so you have
a different occupation of your own physicality. Your proprioception
is more attuned as a dancer your relationship with gravity becomes
second nature because you are dealing with it as a technician all
the time. As a diver you have to learn physics because if you don’t
inflate your BCD, you will sink. The deeper you go, the faster you sink
because of compression. I think when watching people who are not
dancers learn to dive. How dancers learn to dive much faster than
other people. They will feel their BCD lifting them - dancing does
influence your sense of gravity.
Do you think a dancer can benefit from learning to dive?
I think everyone can benefit. When I first learned to dive, I thought
if every child has to learn to dive, then the world would be a better
place. That’s the tree hugging hippy in me. I get thorough enjoyment
doing it. I think they would understand this; it would be being free of
gravity.
The kinaesthetic sense would improve.
Can it translate to the audience?
Interesting. I can talk about Mirror Mirror in that respect, through the
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piece the pool goes from dry to wet, the sections where it goes from
male to female and the boys are much more robust and muscular
in the first section than they are in the second section. There is one
part where they are hanging upside down on their feet and they are
putting their hands on the water and it looks actually like they are
underwater upside down and everybody understands it. Everybody
just gets it, because of the mirroring, it’s a very special work, it’s so
simple and effective. With Tuna - I don’t know if the audience knew
it’s a watery scene. Why do those poetics have to be spelled out
A,B,C? I mean various choreographers have used big tanks on stage,
if you have those economic possibilities then try. There is an old ballet
[dancer] and he had glass cylinders filled with water on the stage
[the] person holds his breath and sinks and then comes up, they had
like six on stage, it’s very cute.
Is it still exciting to go diving?
Oh yes, yes ...I am a bit of a snob, I need good vis[ibility]. I can’t get
out to any old bommi [small rock in the water] and get excited. If it’s
well looked after [I] can get into the micro thing. I am a bit ruined, I
dived spectacular places. I think diving should be part of the national
curriculum of education. I think it would be brilliant. I don’t know how
people suffer from water fear. I mean, I am afraid of the ocean, being
on top of it. I like to be in it. I like to be underneath it.

384

Appendix 6
Internet feedback The Blue Room
Theatre Sea Inside
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